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ABSTRACT
Exploring the Lived Experiences of Exemplary National Blue Ribbon Elementary School
Principals in Improving Student Learning Through Effective Coaching Conversations
With Their Teachers: A Phenomenological Study
by Colleen Flavin
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning
through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and the actions they
took to overcome these barriers.
Methodology: This qualitative study utilized a phenomenological design. The primary
source of data collection was a standardized open-ended interview aligned to the research
questions of 12 participants. This study employed inductive analysis to analyze the rich
data. Using inductive analysis, the data were coded and themes were identified that
aligned to the research questions.
Findings: Analysis of the data revealed that exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals used coaching conversations to improve student learning. Participants
identified using powerful questioning, building trusting relationships, being close to
teaching and learning, listening, providing nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific
feedback that promotes action and assuming the teacher is a professional as ways they
develop coaching conversations with teachers. Four barriers to holding coaching
conversations were identified and included the following: time, teacher reluctance
/resistance, lack of teacher skill/performance, and lack of administrative support.
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Additionally, the following were identified as actions to overcome the barriers: honesty,
increasing support, positive reinforcement, scheduling time on calendar to engage in
coaching conversations, and peer pressure.
Conclusions: The researcher concluded that effective coaching conversations improve
student learning as they experience better relationships with their teachers that can serve
as a catalyst to transform a school culture focused on growth for principals, teachers, and
students. Principals who were able to identify and address barriers to coaching
conversations improved the overall teaching quality at their schools. Effective coaching
conversations are situational and the tenants of the conversations are interrelated while
drawing both principal and teacher experience and need.
Recommendations: Seven areas of further research were recommended to increase the
body of knowledge related to these variables.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The continued failure of U.S. public schools to meet the demands of federal
education mandates including the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and
its revision, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), continues to plague this country’s
international image. The nation’s former superpower reputation continues to be tarnished
in leading the world in a globally competitive economy, innovation, and the once-soughtafter American Dream (The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond,
2010; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011). In the most recent revision of the ESEA, the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) recognized the failure of using only standardized
tests as a primary measure of student learning and achievement and sought to enhance the
ideal of more fully preparing U.S. students for college and career paths (Embse &
Hasson, 2012; Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA], 2015). From Lyndon B. Johnson’s
authorization of the ESEA in 1965 to Barak Obama’s authorization of the ESSA in 2015,
this country has recognized the urgency to create high-performing schools in order to
protect the nation’s security and advance the nation’s ability to compete globally.
To prepare youth to lead the country toward a rising economic standing and return
the United States to its once primary world power, students require high-quality
educational experiences focused on providing access to and the application of 21st
century skills (The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010;
Darling-Hammond, 2013; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern,
& Keeling, 2009). The American public is watching and taking notice of U.S.
educational failures as evidenced in documentaries such as An Inconvenient Truth and
Waiting for Superman; these documentaries shamed public schools for not providing
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high-quality education and called public attention to deficient school, principal, and
teacher performance (Chilcott & Birtell, 2010; Participant Media, 2006).
Education reform is clear, the improvement of schools rests heavily in the hands
of producing high-quality educators as the correlation between teaching and learning is
the single most important indicator of student performance (The Council on Foreign
Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Hattie, 2009; Schmoker, 2006). In order for
the employment of best practices that enhance teaching and learning, it is essential to
analyze the foundation of teaching that leads to positive student performance, the teacher
evaluation model (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marshall, 2013; Marzano, Frontier, &
Livingston, 2011; Marzano & Toth, 2013). The fact that current and past models have
not produced top-quality results in student achievement points toward a need to overhaul
the teacher evaluation system in the United States (Darling-Hammond, 2013; ESSA,
2015; Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
The primary purpose of teacher evaluation has been to improve instruction
(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 1998; Marshall, 2013;
Marzano & Toth, 2013). However, studies have shown that evaluation at present has
little impact on teacher performance and quality (Danielson, 2009; Schmoker, 2006). A
strong focus is needed in order to support principals and teachers with a structure to
improve evaluating teacher performance (Marshall, 2013; Marzano et al., 2011; Marzano
& Toth, 2013). Aguilar (2013) purported that the strategy of coaching is most effective
at building and cultivating educators with the skills needed to increase student learning
and achievement. More information is needed to determine the impact of how principals
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and teachers engage to transform teaching and learning in order to improve student
achievement.
Background
The last 50 years of education reform, mandates, and accountability for student
achievement have brought U.S. schools to a place of conflict. This conflict has come
from the uncertain transition of schools moving from a place where performance was
based entirely on standardized testing results to one that now requires schools to produce
students readied and capable of competing in 21st century college and career pathways
(ESSA, 2015). The success of U.S. schools will determine the survival of this country,
and failure will result in continued domestic and international consequences (The Council
on Foreign Relations, 2012; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Participant Media, 2006).
In order for students to prepare for the demands associated with college and
career pathways, it is critical that they experience high-quality instruction provided by
high-quality teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Glickman et al., 1998; Gross Cheliotes
& Fleming Reilly, 2010; Marzano & Toth, 2013; Schmoker, 2006). Therefore, school
principals are charged with ensuring that teachers are employing creative, innovative, and
engaging ways to ensure that students have direct access and interaction with the
complex skills needed to compete in the 21st century (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly,
2010). Since the 1800s, an underlying theme in the purpose of teacher evaluation has
been to provide teachers with specific feedback in order to improve instructional practice
as a means of increasing student achievement (Blumberg, 1985; Tracy, 1995). During
the last 20 years, research has indicated that teacher evaluations have little impact on
improving teacher quality (Danielson, 2009; Schmoker, 2006). Newer research asserts
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that high-quality evaluations require extensive, structured, and intentional opportunities
to discuss the actual observation (Aguilar, 2013; Danielson, 2009; Downey, Steffy,
English, Frase, & Poston, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming
Reilly, 2010).
Theoretical Framework
This study draws from the social interactions between principals and teachers that
are focused on improving teacher practice to improve student learning. The framework
for these social interactions has traditionally included teacher supervision and evaluation.
Additionally, the study draws from principles associated with social interactions using
coaching practices in education. Teacher supervision, evaluation, and coaching are
anchored in the philosophies from the Vygotskian social historical principals of
development that assert that learning and change occurs as individuals engage in social
practice (Galluci, DeVoogt, Van Lare, Yoon, & Boatright, 2010).
Teacher Evaluation
The teacher evaluation system has changed drastically since its emergence in the
1700s. At this time, education was not considered a professional practice (Burnham,
1976). Teacher evaluation was conducted by community leaders, such as religious heads
or local government officials, individuals who had limited or no experience in teacher
practices (Burnham, 1976). These evaluations did not focus on improving teacher
practice through review of student learning and providing specific feedback to the teacher
(Burnham, 1976). By 1845, the population increased and public education became more
accessible to families. The evaluation of schools and teachers focused on improving
instruction (Blumberg, 1985).
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Through the 1900s, the role and expectations of public education were widely
discussed and basic theories of evaluation practices emerged. John Dewey’s perception
that the primary purpose of schools was teaching and practicing citizenship to develop
democracy strongly influenced the development of schools (Dewey, 1938; Marzano et
al., 2011). Although Dewey’s theory of promoting citizenship and democracy was the
pinnacle purpose of formal education, it did not include a measure for teacher evaluation;
rather, his theories focused on the overall goal of public education, promoting democratic
ideals (Dewey, 1938; Marzano et al., 2011). Frederick Taylor’s belief of scientific
management played a key role in education (Marzano et al., 2011). This theory asserted
that the ultimate goal of education should be a measurement of specific behaviors
(Marzano et al., 2011). Building on Dewey and Taylors’s theories of the purpose of
public education, a more formalized practice of teacher evaluation emerged, which
included “measurement [of student achievement] is the ultimate tool for a more scientific
approach to schooling” (Marzano et al., 2011, p. 14).
This scientific approach was formalized in the 1920s in Cubberley’s (1929)
Public School Administration; it outlined specific guidelines on how to give specific
feedback to teachers after observing instruction. William Wetzel took Cubberley’s work
a step further and noted that teacher evaluation should include “the use of aptitude tests to
determine the ability level of each child, the establishment of clear, measurable objectives
for each course and the use of reliable measure of student learning” as a means to rate a
teacher’s effectiveness (Marzano et al., 2011, p. 215).
Throughout the 1900s, a variety of models were used to provide feedback to
teachers through the evaluation process. Throughout the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s,
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some form of clinical supervision was widely used (Cogan, 1973). Clinical supervision
provided a five-phase approach to providing specific feedback to a teacher focused on
specific classroom behaviors. These phases included a preobservation conference with
the teacher, a classroom observation, an analysis of the observation crafted by the
supervisor, the supervision conference in which the supervisor and teacher reviewed the
observation analysis, and finally, an analysis of the analysis in which the supervisor’s
practice was examined (Goldhammer, 1969). The teacher received direct feedback, and
specific recommendations were made to improve the quality of instruction and student
learning (Cogan, 1973). However, Goldhammer’s (1969) intention was to promote a
“vision of supervision as collegial, inquiry-driven quest for more effective instructional
practices,” not a “defacto structure for the evaluation of teachers” (Marzano et al., 2011,
p. 20).
In the 1980s, the Hunter model was widely used (Marzano et al., 2011). Building
on the five-phase approach of clinical supervision, Hunter’s (1980) model was intended
lead to a means of establishing targeted professional development “to articulate a
common language around professional development” (Marzano, et al., 2011, p. 20). This
model was framed around a seven-step lesson and the evaluation of teacher mastery was
determined related to the adherence to the seven steps of the lesson (Marzano et al.,
2011). Throughout the 1980s, a call for increased reflective and developmental models
of teacher evaluation began to surface because of a need to improve teacher evaluation
(Marzano et al., 2011). Glatthorn (1984) asserted that to improve teacher quality,
teachers must have input related to their professional needs and ownership of their
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professional growth based on their reflection of practice. Additionally, each teacher may
need different opportunities and experiences for professional growth (Glatthorn, 1984).
Throughout the 1990s, in response for greater teacher reflection, input, and
ownership of their professional needs, Glickman et al. (1998) asserted that teacher
evaluation must take a balanced approach that includes feedback that challenges and
supports teachers. Glickman et al. contended, “By understanding how a teacher grows
optimally in a supportive and challenging environment, the supervisor can plan tasks of
supervision to bring together organizational goals and teacher needs into a single fluid
entity” (p. 10). In 1996, Charlotte Danielson published Enhancing Professional Practice:
A Framework for Teaching, which was updated in 2007. The Danielson model “sought
to capture—in its full complexity—the dynamic process of classroom teaching”
(Marzano et al., 2011, p. 23). Danielson’s (2007) model included four major domains:
planning and preparation, the classroom environment, instruction, and professional
responsibilities. Marzano et al. (2011) stated, “The Danielson Model must be the
reference point for any new proposals regarding supervision and evaluation” (p. 23). The
Danielson model articulated the value added to student learning that the ongoing,
intentional, and purposeful professional conversations or coaching conversations between
principal and teacher have when encompassed as part of the teacher evaluation process.
The result can be incremental in teacher development and can produce gains in student
achievement (Danielson, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming
Reilly, 2010).
Principal perceptions of teacher evaluation. Research reveals that principals
view the evaluation process as time consuming with little to no impact on teacher quality
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and student growth. Principals report that compared to the overwhelming amount of time
invested in the evaluation process, little impact is evidenced on teacher quality and
student achievement (Marshall, 2013). In fact, “It is nearly impossible for principals,
especially in large schools, to have sufficient time or content expertise to evaluate all of
the teachers they supervise” (Darling-Hammond, 2013, p. 1). In addition Schmoker
(2006) reported, oftentimes principals will just “go along” and not effectively engage in
feedback in order to avoid the extensive amount of time and work associated with
confronting a mediocre teacher (p. 30).
Teacher perceptions of teacher evaluation. There are mixed reports of how
teachers perceive the evaluation process and how they perceive giving and receiving
feedback related to their professional practice. According to Marshall (2013), teachers
report the evaluation process as having little impact on their teaching practice and of little
value; however, it still causes fear and anxiety. Because receiving feedback from
principals is directly related to job security, teachers can become nervous when
experiencing the evaluation. Some teachers report that the evaluation process is a way
for principals to uncover incompetence: “Teachers perceived evaluations as a method to
find fault with teachers in any subjective manner the principal chose” (Roberge, 2014, p.
20). One study revealed that teachers see the evaluation process as vague, subjective, and
impersonal (Sheppard, 2013). Although teachers view the evaluation process as
generally ineffective, it does appear that teachers do believe that the ultimate purpose of
evaluation and feedback should be to help the teacher improve and enhance learning for
students (Roberge, 2014).
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Coaching
During the last 30 years, coaching in education has emerged as an integral
component of improving learning and performance conditions for principals, teachers,
and ultimately, students (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Knight, 2007). The fundamental
principles of coaching are that educators can change their practice to improve the quality
of learning experiences they are providing for students (Aguilar, 2013). Additionally,
coaching analyzes the overall challenges schools face considering organizational
structure and the responsibilities of all individuals (Aguilar, 2013). Unlike the traditional
models of evaluation, coaching seeks to identify a need and works to improve that need
over a period with the support of an expert, practice, and reinforcement until the achieved
behavior is reached. Coaching seeks to transform teacher practice by examining the how
behind the contextual factors that schools are faced with and employing practices that
enhance the teaching and learning relationship yielding increased student achievement
(Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
Coaching Conversations
Research regarding the practice of ongoing feedback through specific, intentional
conversations focused on the correlation between teaching and learning, which
demonstrates a greater impact on student achievement, professional teaching practice,
and more concise evaluations (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010; Marshall, 2013;
Marzano & Toth, 2013). When principals frequently visit classrooms, deliberately
debrief, and engage with the teacher regarding student learning based on the observation,
the principal is more aware of what teaching and learning looks like in the classroom.
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Furthermore, as this becomes regular practice, it becomes part of the school culture and
climate (Danielson, 2007).
Danielson (2007) suggested, “Professional conversation is an essential technique
to promote professional learning among teachers” (p. 11). Coaching conversations is a
practice that can be utilized to promote professional conversations, thus, enhancing
professional learning and practice. Teachers develop and practice their craft over a 180day period of time (a typical school year; Marzano & Toth, 2013). Coaching
conversations promote the ongoing monitoring of that craft in a more frequent and
consistent manner than traditional evaluation cycles.
Coaching conversations promotes the idea that discussions “about practice are
conducted in an environment of trust and respect, and the conversation challenges the
thinking of both parties to the conversation” (Danielson, 2007, p. 75). The practice of
engaging in coaching conversations not only promotes the development of the teacher, it
also has a positive impact on the principals as both participants’ ideas and perceptions are
challenged (Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
Furthermore, coaching conversations “focus[es] on building relationships through
committed listening, asking powerful questions that result in deeper thinking, and
utilizing reflective feedback that holds each person to high standards while at the same
time persevering personal dignity” (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. xi).
Fullan’s research in both 2006 and 2014 asserted the critical need for both dignity and
respect as essential in motivating people to change.
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The National Blue Ribbon School
Amidst the overwhelming numbers of U.S. public schools that fail to demonstrate
gains in student achievement, there are some that continue to thrive, produce
breakthrough results, and be nationally recognized for their remarkable gains in student
achievement, the National Blue Ribbon Schools. In 1982, Terrell H. Bell, Secretary of
Education, originated the National Blue Ribbon recognition to call national attention to
the best schools in the United States (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.).
Bell’s intent was to provide a platform on which best practices that promoted increased
student achievement could be shared within the United States (National Blue Ribbon
Schools Program, n.d.).
The core elements shared among National Blue Ribbon schools include school
leaders who hold everyone to high standards, leaders “staying close” to teaching and
learning, a deep culture of mutual respect and trust within the school, and exemplary
symbols of teaching and learning (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). These
same core elements directly align to the principles and research that drive the need for
utilizing coaching conversations as a means to promote student achievement through
respectful, trusting, targeted discourse around teaching and learning (Fullan, 2006, 2014;
Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
The Gap in Research: A Need to Examine Coaching Conversations
Recent studies indicate the need to more closely examine coach-like talk between
principals and teachers as a means to improve teacher quality and student achievement
(McKinney, Labat, & Labat, 2015; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2011). One
study noted the need for a qualitative study to explore the specific ratings yielded from
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quantitative findings related to the coaching provided by the principal to support teachers
(Stevenson, 2009). Several studies suggested that further examination of specific
leadership behaviors related to direct and specific feedback from principals to teachers
within the context of mutually trusting and respectful relationships (e.g., coach-like
conversations), may lead to a more comprehensive understanding of essential
components of improving teacher quality and student performance (Denton, 2009; Fullan,
2014; Moffitt, 2007; Roberge, 2014; Stevenson, 2009).
Statement of the Research Problem
A competitive world economy and the drastic, ever-evolving improvements and
innovations in technology result in formidable challenges for U.S. schools (Chilcott &
Birtell, 2010; The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010;
Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011). This, coupled with the long history of American
schools’ failing to meet state and federal growth targets and achievement benchmarks,
add a high level of urgency for principals to lead schools in equipping students with the
21st century skills necessary to survive and compete in the global marketplace (Embse &
Hasson, 2012; ESSA, 2015). This has left California schools and schools across the
country wondering how to employ meaningful and strategic actions to prepare students.
Experts have revealed that one of the most significant factors that contributes to
students’ growth, achievement, and performance is the quality of their teachers. The
responsibility of determining and improving the quality of teachers rests in the hands of
school principals (Darling-Hammond, 2010, 2013; Fullan, 2006, 2014; Hattie, 2009;
Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013; Schmoker, 2006; Whitaker, 2012).
Traditionally, principals have determined the quality of teachers through the formalized

12

teacher evaluation process, which consists of formal observations and a formal evaluation
(Blumberg, 1985; Cogan, 1973; Marzano et al., 2011).
For decades, the teacher evaluation process has been controversial and
problematic because it can be clouded with teacher reluctance and union resistance
(Goldstein, 2014; Marshall, 2013). Furthermore, there has been little to no impact on
teacher quality and student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2010, 2013; Marshall,
2013). Some experts believe that when principals consistently and intentionally engage
in coaching conversations focused on the correlation between teaching and learning, they
are focused on relationship building, collaboration, and connecting to the school
environment, which, unlike the evaluation process, can have a profound effect on teacher
quality and student achievement (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly,
2010).
Recent studies indicate the urgent need to investigate coach-like talk between
principals and teachers as a catalyst to improved teacher quality and student achievement
(Belcastro, 2009; McKinney et al., 2015; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2011).
Additionally, extensive research has demonstrated that coaching is a highly effective
strategy in improving professional practice (Aguilar, 2013; Gilley & Boughton, 1996;
Hargreaves, 2009; Joyce & Showers, 2002). Because limited research exists regarding
the lived experiences of exemplary principals engaging in coaching conversations, further
study is needed to discover how coaching their teachers helped improve student learning.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning
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through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and the actions they
took to overcome these barriers.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central research question and three subquestions:
Central Question
What are the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching conversations
with their teachers?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop
coaching conversations with their teachers?
2. What barriers do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals
encounter when holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
3. What actions do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to
overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
Significance of the Problem
According to The Council on Foreign Relations (2012), “A strong K–12
education is not only critical for individuals to succeed in life, but also fundamental in
determining whether the United States can defend itself, project its power and thrive in a
global economic environment” (p. 14). Schools across the country are generally failing
to meet the ultimate goal of education: preparing students for productive citizenship,
participating in an interdependent global society, and producing an adequately skilled
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workforce that is college and career ready (The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012;
Darling-Hammond, 2010; Dewey, 1938; ESSA, 2015; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011;
Schmoker, 2006). Consequently, only one third of U.S. students are demonstrating
competency on national reading, math and science exams (The Council on Foreign
Relations, 2012). Furthermore, California schools rank “below average” on the “The
Nation’s Report Card” (The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012).
The primary responsibility of ensuring that students have access to high-quality
educational experiences rests heavily on school principals (Fullan, 2006, 2014; Marzano
& Toth, 2013; Schmoker, 2006). Additionally, the quality of a teacher has greatest
impact on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Hattie, 2009). However,
current practices of teacher evaluation reveal that principals and teachers are not
engaging in meaningful interactions that enhance the relationship of teaching and
learning (Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013; Moffitt, 2007; Roberge, 2014;
Schmoker, 2006; Sheppard, 2013). In fact, many principals and teachers view the current
system as negative, a waste of time, and that it results in an erosion of trust and
confidence in the relationship between principal and teacher (Roberge, 2014; Schmoker,
2006; Sheppard, 2013).
Despite these alarming findings, there are schools across the country and in
California that are providing a strong educational experience and readying students for
participation in college and career pathways. These schools are recognized as National
Blue Ribbon Schools. National Blue Ribbon Schools have strong principals who hold
everyone to high standards, “stay close” to teaching and learning, promote a deep culture
of mutual respect and trust within the school, and are exemplary symbols of teaching and
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learning (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). These same core elements
directly align to the principles and research that drive the need for utilizing coaching
conversations as a means to promote student achievement through respectful, trusting
targeted discourse around teaching and learning (Fullan, 2006, 2014; Gross Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2010).
Close examination of the lived experiences of how National Blue Ribbon
principals improve student learning through effective coaching conversations with their
teachers may lead to a more thorough understanding of improving teacher quality and
student achievement (Denton, 2009; Fullan, 2014; Moffitt, 2007; Roberge, 2014;
Stevenson, 2009). Moreover, the findings of this study may contribute to the need to
improve the ineffective teacher evaluation system while contributing to existing coaching
theories (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Additionally, the study could reveal elements of
coaching conversations that strengthen a school’s climate, culture, and interpersonal
relationships between teachers and principals. These elements may contribute to
essential actions that enhance potentially symbiotic relationships between students,
teachers, and principals that focus on student learning. This study may expose strategies
principals use to examine the correlation between teaching and learning and apply their
observation to improving teacher practice. These strategies could be used to improve
both principal and teacher preparation programs and provide school districts with insights
into professional development. Ultimately, the study may provide strategies and insights
to school principals for improving teacher quality in order to ensure the successful
preparation of students for college and career paths that equip them for the demands of
21st century global workforce.
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Definitions
The following terms are relevant to this study. The terms were collectively
defined in collaboration with the thematic study’s dissertation team. The terms are
presented in order to explain each term as it relates to this study.
Actions. For the purpose of this study, an action is any behavior the principal or
teacher engaged in to improve student learning conditions through coaching
conversations.
Barriers. For the purpose of this study, a barrier is any obstacle or challenge
encountered by the principal or teacher to holding coaching conversations.
Coaching. For this study, coaching refers to the deliberate support and/or
feedback that a principal gives to a teacher to help improve the quality of teaching and
learning in the classroom
Coaching conversation. Frequently predetermined and intentional conversation
that focuses on a person’s strengths and needs. The ultimate purpose of coaching
conversations is to provoke “thinking, growth, and change that lead to action” (Gross
Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 5).

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The ESEA was signed into
law by President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965. Its overarching goal was to increase equal
access for all to education while creating a system of accountability and high standards.
It funds primary and secondary education. The act provides funding for professional
development, instructional materials, resources for educational support programs, and
parent/family engagement (ESEA, 1965).
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Elementary principal. A position approved by the local school board authorizing
complete authority of a school site. Elementary principals are responsible for the
outcomes of the assigned school site. For the purpose of this study, elementary principal
refers to principals at schools with preschool and/or transitional kindergarten (TK)
through Grades 5 and/or 6.
Elementary school. A public expenditure facility that provides free and public
comprehensive education for students in grades preschool and/or TK through Grades 5
and/or 6.
Elementary teacher. A position approved by the California Commission for
Teaching Credentialing (CCTC). Elementary teachers are responsible for the instruction
of students in multiple subjects in TK up to Grade 6. For the purpose of this study,
elementary teacher refers to teachers in public schools in the state of California.
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). A major revision to the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2002. The ESSA was authorized by President Obama on December 10,
2015. The primary focus of ESSA is to provide a firm foundation for students as they
prepare for college and career. It is a reauthorization of the ESEA.
Expert/exemplary principal/teacher. For the purpose of this study, an expert
and/or exemplary principal/teacher is defined as a principal/teacher employed at a
National Blue Ribbon School in the state of California.
Feedback. The information shared with an individual person or group of people
regarding behaviors or actions so that the person or group may adjust and/or reflect on
behaviors/actions to improve behaviors/actions in order to achieve desired results.
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National Blue Ribbon School. National Blue Ribbon Schools are recognized by
the U.S. Department of Education for overall academic achievement and/or for closing
the achievement gap for subgroups of students. These schools are in the top 15% of all
schools in the state.
No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The No Child Left Behind Act is a previous
version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). The primary focus of
NCLB was to increase student achievement and to decrease the achievement gap for all
student subgroups. It was signed into law in 2001 and expired with the authorization of
ESSA in 2015.
Teacher supervision and evaluation. The direct supervision of teacher practice.
This includes formal and informal observations as well as a formal evaluation, which
rates and provides evidence for teacher performance around the California Standards for
the Teaching Profession (CSTP).
Delimitations
The study was delimited to elementary school principals of California National
Blue Ribbon Schools.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters. The chapters include an introduction, a
review of the literature, methodology, findings, and conclusions. Chapter I described the
research problem, purpose, research questions, and the significance of the study. Chapter
II develops the background of the study and provides an in-depth review of the literature
on the following concepts: national public perception of public education, the theoretical
background associated with teacher supervision and evaluation and coaching theories,
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coaching conversations between site principals and teachers, elementary school
principals, elementary teachers, and National Blue Ribbon Schools. Chapter III details
the study’s research design and methodology. This includes the population, sample,
sample selection, instrumentation, and data collection and analysis protocols and
procedures. Chapter IV presents the results from the data collection and analysis. In
addition, a discussion of the findings is presented. The study concludes with Chapter V,
which presents a summary, findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further
research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II presents a review of the literature to provide a framework for the study.
An extensive review of literature was conducted and a synthesis matrix was completed to
organize the existing research for the study (see Appendix A). The review of literature is
organized into four main sections. First, the theoretical framework associated with
improving practices as a result of social interaction is discussed. The second section
includes an examination of teacher supervision and evaluation. Third, coaching as a
practice to improve student learning is explored. The fourth section presents a review of
National Blue Ribbon schools with a focus on the core elements that warrant schools for
achieving this recognition. The chapter ends with a conclusion that summarizes the
review of the literature and identifies the gap in the research to support the need for this
study.
Theoretical Framework
This study draws on the Vygotskian sociohistorical philosophies of development
that purport that “learning and change is a process that occurs as the internalization and
transformation of cultural tools that occur as individuals participate in social practice”
(Galluci et al., 2010, p. 925). This philosophy was translated into a conceptual
framework by Rom Harré in 1984 and later named the Vygotsky space by Gavelek and
Rahael in 1996. The framework was synthesized by Galluci et al. (see Figure 1) and
illustrated how individual growth occurs through engagement in social practices. The
aim and core of teacher supervision and evaluation as well as coaching in schools is to
improve teacher practice through social interactions that occur between principals and
teachers (Aguilar, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Hunter, 1980; Kimsey-House,
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Kimsey-House, Sandahl, & Whitworth, 2011; Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013;
Schmoker, 2006). The Vygotsky space clarified “the ways that new ideas about practice
are taken up and discussed by individuals and groups of practitioners and then later
transformed and integrated into practice” (Galluci et al., 2010, p. 926).

Figure 1. The Vygotsky space. From “Instructional Coaching: Building a Theory About the Role
and Organizational Support for Professional Learning,” by C. Galluci, M. DeVoogt Van Lare, I.
H. Yoon, and B. Boatright, December 2010, American Educational Research Journal, 47, p. 926.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/0002831210371497

The Vygotsky space represents how learning evolves in footings in both
collective and individual actions and connecting to both private and public settings. The
four quadrants of the Vygotsky space illustrate that, as a result of interactions between
these quadrants, individuals develop their practice through social interactions that are
appropriated, transformed, published, and conventionalized (McVee, Dunsmore, &
Gavelek, 2005). In the learning process the Vygotsky space illustrates four nonlinear
stages of learning, which include appropriation, transformation, publication, and
conventionalization and are depicted in Table 1.
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Table 1
Stages of Learning
Stage

Description

Appropriation

Developing new ideas and concepts through social
interactions

Transformation

Exploring new ideas and concepts through practice

Publication

Making these practices public/being able to demonstrate
the practice

Conventionalized

Internalization of demonstrated practice that leads to a
normalized practice

Note. Adapted from “Schema Theory Revisited,” by M. B. McVee, K. Dunsmore, and J. R.
Gavelek, 2005, Review of Educational Research, 75, 531-566.

Both teacher supervision and evaluation and coaching draw from the Vygotsky
space framework as the goal of the social interaction between principals and teachers is to
enhance practice. Because the Vygotsky space identifies social interaction as a means by
which to change behavior and improve practice, the meaningfulness of those social
interactions between principals and teachers is of critical importance (Danielson, 2009;
Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marshall, 2013).
Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
In order for students to achieve, it is critical that they have high-quality instruction
provided by quality teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2013). The school administrator is
responsible for ensuring that students have access to high-quality educators. Determining
the quality of a teacher, monitoring the effectiveness of his or her work through student
achievement, and evaluating him or her requires principals to observe teachers on a
regular basis, provide feedback, and monitor their growth and development. Teacher
supervision and evaluation is a system and practice in place in the United States that
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provides a structure for principals to give feedback to teachers related to instructional
practice.
The Evolution of Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
Teacher supervision and evaluation emerged in the 1700s. During this time,
teaching was not viewed as a profession (Burnham, 1976). In fact, teacher evaluations
were not conducted by experts of teaching and learning. Teacher evaluations were
conducted by leaders within the community, included no insights related to student
learning, and offered limited to no specific feedback to improve teacher practice as a
means to improve student learning (Burnham, 1976). Throughout the 1700s, the focus of
supervision and evaluation was not on improving instruction but “to encourage or force
parents to be responsible for their children’s learning. The concept of helping the
teachers was not practiced” (Burnham, 1976, p. 321). There was no infrastructure,
knowledge, or formal arrangement related to the complex demands of teaching and
learning; the feedback given to teachers was wide ranging (Marzano et al., 2011).
During the mid-1800s, the population increased and education became more
available to the general population; the framework associated with using school and
teacher evaluation as a means to improve student learning emerged (Blumberg, 1985).
With increased class sizes, public education became more accessible to more families:
“The supervisor now needed to have subject area knowledge and teaching skills” (Tracy,
1995, p. 323). Previous supervisors in the 1700s, which included religious leaders and
local government, were no longer able to fulfill this requirement. From 1840–1870,
Horace Mann, a senator from Massachusetts spearheaded the movement toward creating
institutions to train teachers in effective teaching practices (Goldstein, 2014). During this
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30 years, education experienced the beginnings of school principals documenting teacher
progress through observations and feedback to teachers (Goldstein, 2014). This practice
of principals observing and providing feedback to teachers is still practiced today and
distinguished as a best practice to improve student achievement (Danielson, 2007;
Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fullan, 2006; Goldstein, 2014; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming
Reilly, 2010; Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013).
By the 1900s, public education was widely discussed and basic theories of teacher
supervision and evaluation were established. John Dewey’s perception that teaching and
practicing democracy along with Frederick Taylor’s belief of scientific management
played key roles in establishing the theoretical framework associated with teacher
supervision and evaluation (Marzano et al., 2011). Both Dewey and Taylor’s principles
led to a more formalized practice of schools, in which “measurement is the ultimate tool
for a more scientific approach to schooling” (Marzano et al., 2011, p. 14). Cubberley
(1915) outlined the expectations of a superintendent of schools to oversee schools with a
primary focus on the instructional program. In 1929, the third edition of Public School
Administration was published, and it defined specific guiding principles to provide
feedback to teachers after observing instruction (Cubberley, 1929). The book clarified
how to rate a teacher as well as how to provide feedback related to areas of weakness
with suggestions to improve those weaknesses (Cubberly, 1929). William Wetzel
expanded on the work to include in the evaluation of teachers’ measures of student
aptitude tests, and teachers’ use of clear and measurable objectives for student learning
(Marzano et al., 2011).
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The ideas and concepts associated with using student aptitude test measurements
as a means to evaluate teacher performance led to notions of merit pay, and use of rubrics
that included rating teacher performance in categories that were considered subjective
(Goldstein, 2014). This movement led to the formation of teachers’ unions that continue
to have a significant impact on teacher supervision and evaluation (Goldstein, 2014).
Throughout the 1900s, the dominant framework for teacher supervision and
evaluation was clinical supervision. Clinical supervision was developed by Morris
Cogan as a cyclic approach to working with student teachers (Marzano et al., 2011).
Robert Goldhammer, a student of Morris Cogan clarified clinical supervision and
developed a model for the supervision of teachers, which focused on the premise that the
process of clinical supervision sought to achieve a “purposeful, symbiotic relationship
between practitioner and resident, where observation and discussion drove both parties to
higher levels of growth and effectiveness” (Goldhammer, 1969, p. 54). This model
included a five-phase approach that was intended to focus on the symbiotic relationship
between teaching and learning (Goldhammer, 1969). The phases included a
preobservation between the teacher and principal (observer) in which the details of the
observation were planned. The second phase was when the classroom observation took
place. The third phase included an analysis in which the principal (observer) structured
the data collected from the observation in a manner that was intended to support teachers
in reflecting on their own practice in order to identify ways to develop their professional
practice (Goldhammer, 1969). The fourth phase was the supervision conference in which
the principal and teacher conferenced around the analysis designed by the principal.
During this phase, the principal asked thought-provoking questions of the teacher to
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ignite reflective thinking and explanation of practice. The final phase of the clinical
supervision model was intended to be an analysis of the analysis, predominately aimed at
improving the principal’s practice as a supervisor and evaluator of teachers.
Goldhammer’s intended clinical supervision to be used as a tool to drive reflective
thinking and inquiry to develop teaching practice and improve student learning as “a
vehicle to disclose effective instructional practices” failed as it was “reduced to [a]
ritualistic set of steps to be followed” (Marzano et al., 2011, p. 19). In its reduction, lost
were the “rich dialogue,” and reflective analysis of each phase; clinical supervision
became the actual model for teacher evaluation, which was not the intended rationale for
its use (Marzano et al., 2011).
A significant influence of teacher supervision and evaluation emerged in the
1980s, and although not the intent of the designer, Madeline Hunter, her work associated
with the seven-step lesson became the remedy for the already broken teacher supervision
and evaluation process (Fehr, 2001; Marzano et al., 2011). Expanding on the reflective
elements of clinical supervision, Hunter’s (1980, 1984) model sought to provide teachers
with a seven-step lesson that promoted student mastery of the intended lesson’s objective.
Theories associated with this lesson design became the structure for the preconference
(Phase 1 of clinical supervision), observation (Phase 2 of clinical supervision), and
postconference (Phase 4 of clinical supervision), and were mistakenly used for evaluating
teacher performance (Marzano et al., 2011, Owen Wilson, n.d.).
In response to the prescriptive approach to clinical supervision and Hunter’s
model, theorists began to explore and communicate a need for increased reflective and
differentiated methods for teacher supervision and evaluation (Glatthorn, 1984;
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Glickman, 1980; Marzano et al., 2011). Glatthorn (1984) asserted that teachers must
have a greater say and serve as the driving force related to improving their practice
because of self-evaluation. Furthermore, Glatthorn (1984) argued that different teachers
required different approaches to supervision and evaluation and a differentiated approach
best serves teachers in improving their practice. A supporter of Glatthorn’s theories of
reflective and differentiated teacher supervision and evaluation, Carl Glickman asserted
that not only should supervision and evaluation be reflective and differentiated, teachers’
evaluation must be balanced and include feedback from their supervisor that both affirms
good practice and challenges them to improve instruction to promote increased student
achievement (Glickman et al., 1998).
There was little confusion that teacher performance and evaluation played the
most significant role in impacting student performance; however, the methods related to
determining teacher performance remained unclear with little to no impact on student
achievement (Wise, Darling-Hammond, McLaughlin, & Bernstein, 1984). As a result of
the confusion and disputes around supervision and evaluation of teachers, the RAND
group sought to explore and define existing supervision and evaluation practices within
the United States. The RAND group published its findings in a report titled Teacher
Evaluation: A Study of Effective Practices (Wise et al., 1984). The study revealed five
major conclusions to improve teacher supervision and evaluation:
1. Teacher evaluation must align the following with community and district values:
(a) educational goals, (b) management, and (c) concept of teaching.
2. There must be top-level commitment and appropriate resource allocation to teacher
evaluation.
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3. Districts must have a clear understanding of the purpose of teacher evaluation and
associate the process to that purpose.
4. Teacher evaluation must yield high utility to users.
5. High levels of teacher involvement enhance teacher evaluation quality (Wise et al.,
1984).
Additionally, the study uncovered four major problems associated with teacher
supervision and evaluation:
1. Evaluators (principals) “lacked sufficient resolve and competence to evaluate
accurately” (Wise et al., 1984, p. 22).
2. Teacher opposition to evaluation.
3. Absence of uniform evaluation processes.
4. Lack of training for evaluators (school administrators, principals/assistant principals;
Wise et al., 1984).
The RAND study validated the ongoing assumptions of the ineffective teacher
supervision and evaluation processes and called for greater attention, clarification, and
support in improving teacher quality through supervision and evaluation as a means to
improve student learning (Marzano et al., 2011, Wise et al., 1984).
In 1996, Charlotte Danielson’s work titled Enhancing Professional Practice: A
Framework for Teaching was published. This ground-breaking work “sought to
capture—in its full complexity—the dynamic process of classroom teaching” (Marzano
et al., 2011, p. 23). In this work, Danielson (2007) aimed to provide a context that both
teachers and principals could utilize to evaluate teaching practice. The context included
three major components. Danielson recognized the complexities associated with teaching
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and learning and sought to honor those intricacies. Second, it provided common
language for principals and teachers to use in order for professional conversations to
occur around affirming teacher practice and developing ways to improve teacher practice.
Finally, the work sought to create a method that promoted self-reflection and assessment
of teaching practice (Danielson, 2007). Danielson’s model was rooted in research and
was flexible enough to be used across all grade spans and content areas (Danielson, 2007;
Marzano et al., 2011). Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for Teaching,
was revised in 2007 and both works provide the groundwork that articulated the profound
impact principal and teacher conversations can have on student achievement (Danielson,
2007; Marzano et al. 2011).
School districts continued to be plagued with ineffective teacher supervision and
evaluation practices in the 21st century. In 2008, Toch and Rothman’s report titled Rush
to Judgement stated that teacher supervision and evaluation are “superficial, capricious
and often don’t even directly address the quality of instruction, much less measure
students’ learning” (p. 1). As the American public became more entrenched with the
continued failures of public schools to produce high-achieving students able to compete
in a global market, increased scrutiny of teacher supervision and evaluation continued
(The Council on Foreign Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Friedman &
Mandelbaum, 2011; Marshall, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
A study presented in 2009, The Widget Effect, attacked teacher supervision and
evaluation practices by stating that “evaluation systems fail to differentiate performance
among teachers. As a result, teacher effectiveness is largely ignored” (Weisberg et al.,
2009, p. 6). The study synthesized existing theories and substantiated the claim that
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teacher effectiveness is the most significant factor in student achievement and failing to
use best practices to measure, record, and use supervision and evaluation in deep,
evocative, and significant ways, contributes to the nation’s failure to produce students
ready to participate in a competitive global economy. The Widget Effect, which included
approximately 15,000 teachers, 1,300 administrators, and 80 local and state education
officials recommended a complete reconstruction of teacher supervision and evaluation
practices in order to improve student achievement in the United States (The Council on
Foreign Relations, 2012; Darling-Hammond, 2010, 2013; Marshall, 2013; Marzano et al.,
2011; Marzano & Toth, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
To address these failures, two of the major recommendations included the
following:
1. Adopt a comprehensive performance evaluation system that fairly, accurately
and credibility differentiates teachers based on their effectiveness in promoting
student achievement. (Weisberg et al., 2009, p. 10)
This system should include ongoing observation and feedback from the principal to the
teacher. Additionally, the primary objective of teacher supervision and evaluation should
be to capitalize on teacher growth and effectiveness.
2. Train administrators and other evaluators in the teacher performance
evaluation system and hold them accountable for using it effectively.
(Weisberg et al., 2009)
This recommendation notes that teacher performance must be a priority for school
principals, and they require ongoing development in this area in order for them to support
teachers in improving their instruction.
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Purpose of Supervision and Evaluation
All public schools in the United States of America require that a formal
evaluation of teachers takes place on regular or local mandated cycles (Sheppard, 2013).
Since the 1800s, an underlying theme in the purpose of teacher evaluation has been for
principals to provide affirmation and guidance and to stimulate reflection to teachers in
order to improve instructional practice and student performance through social
interaction. A primary purpose of teacher evaluation is to support teachers in developing
their professional practice around clear standards for student learning outcomes along
with the use of high-quality instructional materials and assessments (Darling-Hammond,
2013). The process of teacher evaluation should be purposeful and focused on individual
teacher and student population needs as the classroom teacher has a significant impact on
student performance (Marzano & Toth, 2013).
When a principal and teacher actively and systematically engage in an effective
evaluation process, professional discourse and actions can be centered and planned on the
improvement and refinement of a teacher’s instructional skills with the ultimate goal of
increased student learning. According to Marzano et al. (2011), “The purpose of
supervision should be the enhancement of teachers’ pedagogical skills, with the ultimate
goal of enhancing student achievement” (p. 2). Not only does the evaluation process
support growth for the teacher and his or her student body, but the process also yields an
increase in accountability for both the teacher and the principal (Sheppard, 2013).
Through this social interaction between principals and teachers, the principal is held
accountable for the evaluation of the teacher to ensure student growth, and the teacher is

32

accountable to the principal for improving his or her practice to benefit student
performance.
Research indicates that, when done effectively, supervision and evaluation
focused on instructional practice can have astounding results related to student
achievement (Danielson, 2007; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marzano et al., 2011;
Schmoker, 2006). Marzano et al. (2011) stated, “When done well, the process of
supervision can be instrumental in producing incremental gains in teacher expertise,
which can produce incremental gains in student achievement” (p. 3). It can be concluded
that a systematic, ongoing, and effective model of teacher evaluation, focused on
instructional impact related to student learning, will yield positive gains in student
outcomes.
Evaluation and feedback support the principal and teacher by providing multiple
opportunities to engage in discussion, analysis, and reflection of how students are
learning and what measures need to be taken in order to improve that learning.
Sheppard’s (2013) study indicated that “teachers reported that the information (feedback)
that had depth and that those ideas and suggestions were of the above average quality” (p.
61). Furthermore, evaluation and feedback eliminates isolation in the practice of
teaching. Educators are “aware that isolation hides and protects ineffective practices and
practitioners” (Schmoker, 2006, p. 25). Engaging in the evaluation and feedback process
promotes constructive collaboration, which Schmoker (2006) noted, educators concede
the notion that this type of interaction would benefit their practice and student learning.
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Principal Perspective of Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
Although the purpose of teacher supervision and evaluation is focused on
improving student learning through structured and focused social interactions between
principals and teachers, the literature demonstrated that there has been little to no
correlation on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marshall, 2013;
Schmoker, 2006; Weisberg et al., 2009). Fullan (2014) noted that principals often “play
the game” of teacher supervision and evaluation as they realize that it does not impact
teacher performance leading to increases in student learning (p. 30). Even though there
has been limited correlation between supervision and evaluation and student
achievement, principals do perceive the teacher process as important to improving
student performance, but have identified factors for its failure (Fullan, 2006; Marshall,
2013; Schmoker, 2006; Weisberg et al., 2009). A lack of resources, personal conflict,
and a reluctance to provide honest feedback were significant factors (Darling-Hammond,
2013; Fullan, 2014; Marshall, 2013; Schmoker, 2006; Weisberg et al., 2009).
Principals report that limited resources, specifically time, training, and financial
support, have played a significant role in impacting the quality of teacher supervision and
evaluation. The extensive time required to complete quality evaluations has been a
barrier for principals (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marshall, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
Furthermore, principals “dutifully engage in the time-consuming, low-yield activity of
conducting appraisals and processing a system that garners little by the way of results”
(Fullan, 2014, p. 31). DuFour and Marzano (2009) noted that under the current
condition, teacher supervision and evaluation is a low-leverage strategy to improving
student learning, specifically because of the extensive time required in teacher
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supervision and evaluation. Additionally, principals and school leaders are not trained
adequately to provide effective guidance, supervision, and evaluation of teachers
(Weisberg et al., 2009; Wise et al., 1984). Without proper training and practice, it is
difficult for principals to provide support to their teachers. A third resource identified by
principals includes financial resources, especially for large school sites. Coordinating the
time necessary to conduct supervision and evaluation requires training and release time
for principals and release time for teachers to meet with principals to complete the
evaluation process. When appropriate funding and support are not available or made a
priority by school districts, high-quality supervision, and evaluation practices, this can be
a significant challenge and frustration for principals (Darling-Hammond, 2013).
Principals have reported a sense of conflict when providing feedback and
conducting the supervision and evaluation process with their teachers (Danielson, 2009).
Principals experience conflict as they experience self-doubt related to their own abilities,
the abilities of their teachers, and their competence to support their teachers in developing
their practice (Platt, Tripp, Ogden, & Fraser, 2000). Additionally, principals experience
personal conflict as feedback to teachers, which through the supervision and evaluation
process may cause negative relationships between the teacher and/or cause disruption in
relationships with other teachers (Danielson, 2009). Not only could honest evaluation
cause disruption in principal-teacher relationships, but there may also be union-related
problems that arise in terms of a grievance (Danielson, 2009).
Principals are often reluctant to provide honest feedback informally and formally
through the supervision and evaluation process (Marshall, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
The Widget Effect revealed that principals neglect to give negative feedback and/or
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evaluations as the work associated with teacher remediation or dismissal is extremely
arduous and time consuming (Weisberg et al., 2009). Additionally, the study revealed
that half of the principals in the study who did provide negative evaluations reported that
the outcome was not dismissal of the poor performing teacher (Weisberg et al., 2009).
Teacher Perspective of Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
Studies indicated that teachers believe the purpose of supervision and evaluation
is accountability, teacher growth, and improved student learning (Weisberg et al., 2009;
Xu & Sinclair, 2002). Although teachers seem to agree on the reasons for supervision
and evaluation, their experience and perceptions of the process differ greatly. Platt et al.
(2000) noted that teachers reported that the evaluation and supervision process has been
disastrous and does not support them in improving instruction. Reasons for these reports
include a lack of trust and credibility between principals and teachers, the time involved
in the process, and a general disconnect in the process to student learning (DarlingHammond, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2009).
A significant factor involved in the broken teacher supervision and evaluation
process stems from the lack of trust and perceived credibility the teacher has for the
school principal (Marshall, 2013; Roberge, 2014; Sheppard; 2013). Vygotsky space
theories have provided evidence of the correlation between social interactions and
improved performance (Galluci et al., 2010). However, if the social interactions do not
occur in a setting that fosters trust and faith in the principals’ abilities, it is clear that these
interactions may yield no impact on improved teacher performance and/or growth.
Teachers often perceive principals as providing standard satisfactory ratings evaluations
and refrain from providing honest feedback to their teachers (Weisberg et al., 2009).
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This deteriorates teacher trust and credibility toward their principal. Additionally,
teachers may lack confidence in their principal’s credibility in teaching and learning.
Furthermore, veteran teachers tend to take feedback related to their practice as
“patronizing and condescending” (Danielson, 2007, p. 11). This perception does not
promote a sense of trust or credibility.
Teachers reported the amount of time spent on the supervision and evaluation
process as a factor for its failure (Danielson, 2009; Marshall, 2013). Often the evaluation
rating consists of an inconsistent length of formal classroom observations. The duration
of these formal visits may vary in time. Teachers reported that more consistent and
frequent informal classroom observations would provide principals with a greater sense
of understanding of their teaching performance (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marshall,
2013; Schmoker, 2006). Additionally, the limited time and attention principals provide
to the supervision and evaluation process directly affects teachers. Teachers, like
principals, are mired down by the extensive and time-consuming documentation
associated with the supervision and evaluation process (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Du
Four & Marzano, 2009).
Supervision and evaluation in its current practice has yielded little to no impact on
student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2013). Studies have revealed the disconnect
between the practice of the supervision and evaluation process and the purpose of
supervision and evaluation. Roberge’s (2014) study, revealed that “teachers do feel
principals do not truly understand what teachers do today and then they give feedback
and evaluate job performance” (p. 94). Additionally, The Widget Effect provided
evidence there was no consistency in teacher supervision and evaluation practices
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(Weisberg et al., 2009). Principals do not all follow the same practices when evaluating
teachers, leaving teachers unsure of what to expect and disconnected from the process in
and of itself. Furthermore, one key purpose of supervision and evaluation is to provide a
guide for professional development in order to improve teacher quality (Danielson, 2009;
Darling-Hammond, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013). However, in its current practice,
supervision and evaluation is seldom utilized by principals to create meaningful growth
opportunities for teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2013). This general disconnect between
the purpose of teacher evaluation and the practice of teacher evaluation has resulted in the
contribution of the dysfunctional operation the entire system.
The call for improved teacher supervision and evaluation is certainly not new and
the need for improved practices to enhance teacher quality is at the core of schools
increasing student achievement. Key theories and practices of improving teacher quality
through supervision and evaluation included a differentiated growth model that includes
opportunities for deep and ongoing reflection that leads to planning support and/or
development, systematic and intentional conversations between principals and teachers
focused on improving student learning outcomes, and honest assessments of principal and
teacher practice focused on student learning. These core theories are emphasized in the
theories associated with educational coaching.
Coaching
In the business world and in education, coaching has been recognized as an
effective tool and strategy used to enhance employee performance (Aguilar, 2013; Gilley
& Boughton, 1996; Kimsey-House et al., 2011). Like teacher supervision and evaluation,
coaching seeks to improve teacher performance as a means of increasing student
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achievement. Aguilar (2013) asserted, “Coaching is a form of professional development
that brings out the best in people, it uncovers strengths, skills, builds effective teams,
cultivates compassion and builds emotionally resilient educators” (p. 6). During the last
3 decades, schools have experienced an increase in using coaching to improve learning
by using coaching strategies with principals and teachers (Joyce & Showers, 2002;
Knight, 2007). The primary objective of coaching is to improve performance as the
result of an intentional, actionable, and specific social interaction between “coach” and
“client” (the teacher; Aguilar, 2013). However, it is critical that the coach ensure the
interaction meet the teacher wherever she or he is in the learning process, encourage and
support the teacher, know when and how to push the teacher to a higher level of
competency, and ultimately, a high level of competency is attained (Aguilar, 2013).
The essence of coaching includes two people working closely through the
learning process to improve practice through receiving feedback, posing and responding
to reflective questions, and applying new learnings with guidance and support until a
yielded level of performance is achieved (Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming
Reilly, 2010). The essence of coaching embodies the framework associated with The
Vygotsky space theory. Through social interaction, a teacher is able to develop new
ideas and concepts, explore those ideas through practice, develop his or her practice to a
level of demonstration, and finally, internalize the practice (McVee et al., 2005).
Coaching serves as a catalyst to improved teacher practice, which can produce
breakthrough results for students (Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly,
2010).
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During the last 30 years, coaches in schools have emerged as teacher leaders or
peer coaches (Knight, 2007). However, the key elements of coaching include observing
practice, providing feedback, asking and responding to probing questions, and practicing
new learnings to improve practice. This intent is closely related to teacher supervision
and evaluation. However, coaching probes deeper into teacher practices and seeks to
ultimately transform teacher practice by looking closely at all contextual factors a school
and individual teachers face (Aguilar, 2013). Additionally, coaching focuses on meeting
the teacher at his or her level of development and providing support, guidance, actionable
feedback, and resources aligned to that level to foster practical and achievable results for
the individual (Aguilar, 2013). Furthermore, when coaching, a coach first perceives
him/herself and his/her coachee as professionals, both with content, reflection, and ideas
that contribute to improving practice (Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly,
2010).
Whitaker (2012) noted that there are two ways for principals to drastically
improve schools—get better teachers or improve the ones they have. As noted, the
primary goal of both teacher supervision and evaluation and coaching is to improve
teacher quality in order to improve student achievement. The social interaction between
principals and teachers using the supervision and evaluation model has not impacted
teacher quality (Danielson, 2009; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fullan, 2014; Weisberg et
al., 2009; Wise et al., 1984); however, coaching has developed as one of the most
effective strategies using social interaction to improve teacher quality (Aguilar, 2013;
Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010; Knight, 2007).
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Like supervision and evaluation, the essence of coaching seeks to improve
practice through a series of social interactions. However, the acts of the social
interactions of coaching differ greatly. Coaching seeks to improve professional practice
through a series of social interactions (Crane, 2001). The Vygotsky space theory noted
that transformation is complete when the intended behavior becomes part of normal
practice (Galluci et al., 2010). When individuals are exploring and practicing a new skill
or behavior, they are not likely to fully transform the change into practice without
support, guidance, and feedback (Crane, 2001). By not providing this coaching,
individuals are set up to fail (Crane, 2001). It is this belief that drives the core principles
of coaching. Since the primary responsibility of the school principal is to improve
schools through increased student achievement and the most significant way to do so is to
improve teacher quality, the elements of leadership coaching warrant further
examination.
Characteristics of the Coaching in Schools
The ultimate goal of coaching in education is to improve teacher quality in order
to improve student learning outcomes. In order for coaching to be successful, there are
specific characteristics that must be present.
Coaching is relational (Crane, 2001; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010;
Knight, 2007) and requires what Crane (2001) noted as “an unconditional positive
regard” (p. 39). This positive regard is described as, “Being able to value and esteem
people establishes a tone of openness, compassion, vulnerability and humility on the part
of the coach” (Crane, 2001, p. 39). Coaches develop a relationship with clients that
embodies a positive regard. Coaches believe that those who participate in coaching,
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themselves included, do so because the relationship is built around equality and respect
versus expert to novice (Aguilar, 2013; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
Furthermore, it is critical that teachers, as coachees, are regarded as professionals in a
coaching relationship enhancing the symbiotic relationship between coach and coachee
(Crane, 2001; Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010). Coaching
affects relationships and helps establish an environment where strong, positive learning
communities are developed and enhanced (Aguilar, 2013). In order for the social
interaction between coach and coachee to be effective, this relationship is critical (Crane,
2001; Danielson, 2009; Knight 2007).
Another key characteristic of coaching is that it is an effective form of
professional development (Danielson, 2009; Knight, 2007). A 2009 study on teacher
professional development revealed that nearly 50 hours of professional development are
necessary for teachers to obtain results that impact the quality of their practice (DarlingHammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). The practice of coaching
recognizes the purposeful, intentional, and focused time it takes to develop one’s craft to
master a specific concept, skill, or strategy (Aguilar, 2013; Crane, 2001; Knight, 2007).
Where traditional forms of professional development include the teacher attending a
workshop off campus and returning with the expectation of practicing the new learning
with relatively quick results, coaching recognizes the extensive time it takes to practice,
receive feedback, and revise the practice to transform behavior to improve teaching
quality (Aguilar, 2013). Coaching recognizes the value of engaging in the necessary time
to develop the teaching craft as a quality investment to improving teacher quality.
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Additionally, coaches balance listening, observing, giving, and receiving
meaningful feedback with providing support and subtle pushes to clients (Aguilar, 2013;
Crane, 2001; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010). As coaches take the
necessary time to listen, respond with high regard, offer meaningful suggestions though
conversations, and work through challenges and obstacles collectively, they develop and
strengthen the relationship with their clients, therefore, increasing the likelihood of
enhanced practice (Kee et al., 2010). Coaches seek to help teachers uncover the things
they cannot see, encouraging them to be their best while inspiring teachers to “go beyond
where you would normally stop” (Kee et al., 2010, p. 20). Inspiring teachers to go
beyond where they would normally stop is essential for obtaining improved student
performance; to do so integrating the beliefs of coaching into principal practice merits
examination.
Principals as Coaches
School principals are charged to lead their schools toward improved student
achievement results. In order to do so, principals must have high-quality teachers
(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Fullan, 2014; Whitaker, 2012). According to Crane (2001),
“Leaders can vastly increase their leverage by becoming coaches” (p. 34). When leaders
employ the elements associated with coaching, the likelihood of improved employee
quality improves drastically (Crane, 2001).
As Whitaker (2012) noted, school improvement is contingent upon teacher
quality. One of the primary responsibilities of a school principal is to ensure that all
students have quality teachers. The traditional framework for ensuring this has been
through the supervision and evaluation process, which has yielded little to no impact on
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school improvement and teacher quality (Darling-Hammond, 2013). However, when
principals integrate the characteristics of coach-like behavior with their teachers, not only
can teacher quality improve so also does the quality of teacher supervision and evaluation
processes (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
In order for principals to serve as coaches to their teachers, they must embody the
characteristics associated with the fundamentals of coaching. This includes supporting
the teacher in reaching his or her professional goals; believing in his or her ability to
grow; forging a partnership with the teacher in which both parties plan, reflect, and
problem solve together; withholding judgement and assuming best intentions of the
teacher; and mediating resources necessary for the teacher to be successful while being a
committed listener and effective speaker in order to support and motivate the teacher
(Danielson, 2009; Kee et al., 2010). In practicing these behaviors, principals forge
healthy, positive, and trusting relationships with their teachers and are able to engage in
experiences with their teachers that strengthen both their practice and the practice of the
teacher (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010; Kee et al., 2010).
The forum for these experiences is within the coaching conversations that take place
between principal and teacher.
Coaching Conversations
For this study, the definition of coaching conversations, a conversation between
school principals and their teachers, is derived from Linda Gross Cheliotes and Marceta
Fleming Reilly’s (2010, 2012) works, Coaching Conversations: Transforming Your
School One Conversation at a Time and Opening the Door to Coaching Conversations.
Coaching conversations are “highly intentional . . . focused on the other person—her
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strengths and her challenges, and the attributes she brings to the conversations” (Gross
Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 3). Additionally, the purpose of coaching
conversations is “to stimulate growth and change” (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly,
2010, p. 3). The goal of coaching conversations is to employ “deep and lasting change”
that is not typically present in the many informal or formal conversations between
principals and teachers (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 3; Kee et al., 2010).
In order for coaching conversations to achieve deep and lasting changed teacher
behavior, they must “foster deep reflection necessary to establish new thinking patterns”
(Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 4).
Principals who use coaching conversations to transform schools work to develop
and practice four essential skills: committed listening, paraphrasing, presuming positive
intent and asking powerful questions, and providing an environment that fosters reflective
feedback (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, 2012).
Committed listening. Principals who are committed listeners develop connected
relationships with their teachers. Committed listeners focus on the other person and are
fully attentive to the speaker (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, 2012). This
includes “close attention to the verbal and nonverbal cues of the person speaking” (Gross
Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012, p. 6).
Paraphrasing. Principals who employ coaching conversations use paraphrasing
to support the teacher/speaker in clarifying their thinking and assuring that both parties
have a common understanding of the topic (Crane, 2001; Danielson, 2009; GrossCheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012; Knight, 2007; Platt et al., 2000). Furthermore,
paraphrasing the speaker’s statements demonstrates to the teacher that the principal is

45

listening intently and withholding judgement, which often leads to increased trust and
connectedness between principals and teachers (Danielson, 2009; Gross-Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2012).
Presuming positive intent and asking powerful questions. Principals who
presume positive intent “enter into a conversation with a positive mindset about the other
person and our language conveys this positivity to the individual” (Gross Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2012, p. 8). Presuming positive intent strengthens relationships between
principals and teachers as it negates the assumption that the principal has more power and
knowledge and the teacher has less to contribute; this is what Crane (2001) refers to as
positive regard. As principals presume positive intent to ask questions of teachers, the
principal “provides a place for reflection, true dialogue, and development of trust” (Gross
Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012, p. 8).
Reflective feedback. Principals who engage in coaching conversations are able to
provide reflective feedback. Gross Cheliotes and Fleming Reilly (2012) stated, “The
objective of reflective feedback is to give honest and direct comments while at the same
time preserving the relationship” (p. 11). Because coaching is relational, preserving the
relationship between the principal and teacher is essential for the coaching conversation
to make an impact on teacher practice. As discussed in the section on supervision and
evaluation, providing honest and direct feedback has been identified as a challenge and
failure of teacher evaluation processes. Principals who provide reflective feedback in
coaching conversations use general guidelines.
 The principal seeks clarification by asking questions to ensure both principals and
teachers have the same understanding.
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 Reflective feedback values the possible idea/behavior being considered.
 The principal uses reflective questions to support possibilities or inspire deeper
thinking (Gross-Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012; Kee et al., 2010).
Summary: Coaching Conversations
Coaching conversations provide principals and teachers with an avenue of
frequent and ongoing communication around the observed action of teaching and
learning. Engaging in these frequent conversations where reflective questions are asked
and both parties discuss educational practice as professionals leads to more comfortable,
meaningful, and honest teacher supervision and evaluations (Danielson, 2009; Marshall,
2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013). Additionally, when principals and teachers engage in
meaningful conversations about educational practices centered on student performance,
the result improves learning for the individual, community, and the organization (Perkins,
2003). Literature has revealed that more schools continue to practice traditional teacher
supervision and evaluation models with little success; however, there are schools that
embrace the collaborative approach principals use when engaging in coaching
conversations with their teachers. These schools have earned national recognition as
exemplars and are recognized as National Blue Ribbon Schools.
National Blue Ribbon Schools
In 1982, the U.S. Government developed the National Blue Ribbon Schools
program. Terrell H. Bell, Secretary of Education created this recognition to address a
commission that was assessed the quality of education in the United States. The
commission published its findings in a report titled, A Nation at Risk (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). The report called attention to the

47

failings of U.S. schools and teacher quality (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983). In response to the alarming findings in A Nation at Risk, Terrell H.
Bell used the National Blue Ribbon Schools as a means to call national attention,
recognition, and to share the best practices of high-performing or improving schools
among the nation in order to increase the number of high-performing schools (National
Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). This program nationally recognizes private and
public schools at all levels for achieving outstanding academic excellence and/or on their
progress toward closing the achievement gap within student subgroups (National Blue
Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). In the 33 years of existence, there are just over 7,500
schools nationwide that have achieved this prestigious recognition (National Blue Ribbon
Schools Program, n.d.). In order to receive National Blue Ribbon recognition, schools
must be nominated by chief state school officers who represent each state, the District of
Columbia, the territories, the Department of Defense Education Activity, and the Bureau
of Indian Education. Once nominated, the Department of Education and chief state
school officers determine if the school meets the criteria for recognition.
There are two ways a public school is eligible for National Blue Ribbon status.
First, a school can be recognized as Exemplary High Performing. Schools that meet
these criteria must be in the top 15% the state’s rankings based on assessment, and each
subgroup in the school must be in the top 40% of all the state’s schools based on state
assessments and/or attendance or graduation rates (National Blue Ribbon Schools
Program, n.d.). For high schools to receive Exemplary High Performing National Blue
Ribbon status, the school must be in the top 15% of the latest rankings for graduation
rates (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.) Second, schools can achieve
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National Blue Ribbon status as Exemplary Achieving Gap Closing Schools. Exemplary
Achieving Gap Closing Schools must be in the top 15% of schools closing the
achievement gap in the state between all students and each subgroup in the latest
rankings, which include state assessments, attendance, and/or graduation rates (National
Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). Furthermore, each subgroup of the school must be
in the top 40% of the state’s schools for these rankings, top 40% of graduation and/or
attendance rates, and establish proof of sustained movement toward closing the
achievement gap not to be less than the difference in student performance of the allstudents group in the state of nomination (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.).
National Blue Ribbon Schools are exemplars to the nation and are often called
upon to serve as opportunities for school leaders to review to glean best practices in order
to improve their own schools and school districts (National Blue Ribbon Schools
Program, n.d.). Although each school is unique, National Blue Ribbon Schools share
common beliefs, characteristics, and behaviors of effective schools. National Blue
Ribbon School “leaders articulate a vision of excellence and hold everyone to high
standards, they stay close to the real action of teaching and learning” (National Blue
Ribbon Schools Program, n.d., para. 3).
National Blue Ribbon School recognition makes an extraordinary impact on the
school, school district, and school community. Several award recipients found that they
attract business partners, financial support, and volunteers (National Blue Ribbon Schools
Program, n.d.). Additionally, National Blue Ribbon Schools often experience an increase
in attendance as families elect to transfer their children to an award-winning school.
Furthermore, “the award inspires students . . . re-energizes staff and parents. . . . Teachers
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describe a renewed commitment to exchanging new ideas with one another. Student
pride and staff confidence grow” (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d., para. 13).
National Blue Ribbon Schools are recognized for best practices with leading
recognition as principals and teachers stay close to teaching and learning through trusting
relationships, open communication, and collaboration (National Blue Ribbon Schools
Program, n.d.). These same core elements are the heartfelt coaching conversations
between principals and teachers.
Summary
As discussed in the review of literature, the social interaction between principals
and teachers using the teacher supervision and evaluation methods of the past and present
have produced limited results and can result in broken relationships between principals
and teachers. Additionally, the process can be vague, unclear, and not related to the
professional needs of the teacher. Since its emergence in the 1700s, teacher supervision
and evaluation has been unable to capture the essence of its purpose, to strengthen
teacher quality in order to improve student learning.
However, more recent studies have revealed the need to examine coach-like social
interactions between principals and teachers as a means to improve teacher quality and
student achievement (McKinney et al., 2015; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran,
2011). The use of coaching strategies to improve performance has been found to be one
of the most effective ways to enhance performance (Aguilar, 2013; Gilley & Boughton,
1996; Kimsey-House et al., 2011). In fact, the social interactions developed using
coaching conversations address the identified failures of the teacher supervision and
evaluation process. Coach-like talk and behaviors are focused on building and
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maintaining a climate of trust. Additionally, coach-like social interactions are focused on
clear and negotiated actions that will enhance teacher practice in a consistent way over
time. Furthermore, the use of coaching conversations can lead to more concise teacher
evaluations with improved quality (Danielson, 2009; Marshall, 2013).
An extensive examination of coaching conversations uncovered essential
behaviors that if utilized through social interaction between principal and teacher have
the potential to produce breakthrough results for student achievement. National Blue
Ribbon Schools epitomize the core elements associated with the need to explore utilizing
coaching conversations to improve student achievement through trusting, collaborative,
and focused discourse anchored in the relationship between teaching and learning
(Fullan, 2006, 2014; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, 2012). Additionally,
National Blue Ribbon Schools are exemplars for best practices and promote a climate
essential to establishing coaching conversations.
As the debate continues around teacher supervision and evaluation, U.S. schools
continue to be in dire need of high-quality teachers capable of readying students for a
competitive global market. The purpose of both teacher evaluation and employing the
principles of coaching through coaching conversations is to improve teacher quality.
Although extensive research focused on teacher supervision and evaluation as well as
coaching exists as an effective mechanism to improve teacher quality, a gap was
identified between specific behaviors principals utilized to develop coaching
conversations with their teachers to improve student learning. Stevenson’s (2009) study
suggested that a qualitative study be conducted to explore findings related to coaching
provided by principals to teachers. Several experts have suggested that examination of
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specific principal behaviors related to providing specific feedback to teachers within a
mutually respectful and trusting environment may result in a more ample understanding
of the critical elements of improving teacher quality to produce increased student
achievement (Denton, 2009; Fullan, 2014; Moffitt, 2007; Roberge, 2014; Stevenson,
2009).
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This chapter includes the procedures and methods used to discover and describe
the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon Elementary school principals in
improving student learning through effective coaching conversations with their teachers.
This chapter begins with a restatement of the purpose statement and research questions
followed by rationale for the selected qualitative research design. After the design
rationale, a detailed account of the instrumentation, data collection, and analysis is
described. Furthermore, the researcher described the strengths and limitations of the
study. The next sections of the chapter define the role of the researcher related to ethical
issues and strategies utilized to increase the trustworthiness, credibility, and validity of
the results. The researcher discusses the data collection and analysis followed by a
description of the limitations associated with the study. This chapter concludes with a
summary of the methodology
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning
through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and the actions they
took to overcome these barriers.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central research question and three subquestions:
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Central Question
What are the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching conversations
with their teachers?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop
coaching conversations with their teachers?
2. What barriers do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals
encounter when holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
3. What actions do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to
overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
Research Design
The research design for this study employed qualitative methods. Qualitative
methods are useful for studies in which there are “no acceptable, valid and reliable
measures” available (Patton, 2015, p. 229). For the intended study of describing the lived
experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary principals in improving
student learning through effective coaching conversations with their teachers, the
researcher selected a qualitative approach, as there are no existing valid and reliable
measures available to collect the perceptions of elementary principals. The research
design was approved by the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB)
prior to data collection (see Appendix B).
Phenomenological studies aim not only to discover the participants’ perspectives
but to focus on the “consciousness of the human experience” (McMillan & Schumacher,
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2010, p. 346). Additionally, phenomenological inquiry employs methods and processes
for data collection that focus on revealing the meaning of an event and understanding the
lived experience of the participants through personal in-depth interviews (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
Phenomenological inquiry was selected for this study because it aligned with the
purpose, which sought to discover and describe how exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals improve student learning through effective coaching
conversations with their teachers. More specifically, the researcher’s intent was to
conduct a phenomenological study to “describe and interpret the experiences of
participants regarding the particular event in order to understand the participants’
meanings ascribed to that event” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 346). A
phenomenological method was aligned to this study as it provides an effective means for
the researcher to gather, analyze, and describe data collected during interviews, follow-up
observations, and artifact review from participants currently active in the roles the
researcher sought to examine. The researcher sought to “capture and describe” how
exemplary elementary principals “perceive, describe, feel, judge and remember” their
experiences of the development, barriers, and actions to overcome the barriers of
coaching conversations to improve student learning (Patton, 2015, p. 115). A
phenomenological method was best aligned to this study as it provides an effective means
for the researcher to gather, analyze, and describe data collected during interviews from
participants currently active in the roles the researcher sought to examine.
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Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted that a population is a “group of elements
or cases, whether individuals, objects or events, that conform to specific criteria and to
which we intend to generalize results of the research” (p. 129). For the purpose of this
study, the population included all National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in
California from 2011–2015 (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Because the study
sought to reveal how exemplary principals improve student learning through coaching
conversations with teachers, this limited the study to schools with exemplary recognition.
Exemplary recognition was defined by the existing phenomenon of the National Blue
Ribbon achievement. In the 32 years of its history, the U.S. Department of Education has
recognized only 7,000 schools with the National Blue Ribbon distinction (National Blue
Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). From 2011–2015, there have been 90 National Blue
Ribbon recipients in the state of California (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
The core elements shared among National Blue Ribbon Schools include school
leaders who hold everyone to high standards, leaders “staying close” to teaching and
learning, a deep culture of mutual respect and trust within the school and exemplary
symbols of teaching and learning (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). These
same core elements directly align to the principles and research that drive the need for
utilizing coaching conversations as a means by which to promote student achievement
through respectful, trusting targeted discourse around teaching and learning (Fullan,
2006, 2014; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010). Therefore, these specific
characteristics were established as defining the target population from which the sample
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is drawn and findings can be generalized to practicing National Blue Ribbon elementary
principals in the state of California.
Target Population
Target population is described as a “list of elements from which the sample is
actually selected” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). From the 90 National Blue
Ribbon elementary schools in the state of California from 2011–2015, accessibility was
considered in selecting the target population. There were 31 Blue Ribbon Schools in
proximity to the researcher, thus the target population for the study was the 31 principals
of National Blue Ribbon elementary schools that existed within proximity to the
researcher.
Sample
It is impossible to study an entire population; therefore, researchers use a sample
from a desired population(s), and make inferences about the population (Patton, 2015).
Inferences about a population “is only as good as the method used to draw the sample”; it
is important to review the process of sampling as there are “advantages and
disadvantages of the various methods of sampling” (Patten, 2012, p. 43). In order to gain
insight into the process and required elements of population and sample development, a
theoretical population and sample development was completed.
The sample in this study was identified as the group of participants from which
data were collected (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). This study used purposeful
sampling as the researcher intentionally selected specific characteristics that exemplified
the area of focus, exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals. The
study also employed convenience sampling as participants in close proximity to the
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researcher were sought (Creswell, 2014; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). These
participants included National Blue Ribbon elementary principals who work or have
worked full-time in California’s public school system at National Blue Ribbon
elementary schools. This information was obtained through the U.S. Department of
Education National Blue Ribbon Schools website, which lists the school, location, and
contact information (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
In qualitative inquiry, there are no specific parameters on the sample size, rather
the sample size is determined by the information the researcher is seeking, specifically
what will be useful and credible (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). For this
study, the 31 possible participants were contacted by the researcher to discover if they
met the following criteria to participate in the study. A sample of 12 participants was
chosen from those eligible according to the participant criteria:
1. Participant works or has worked as a principal in a National Blue Ribbon elementary
school.
2. Participant used coaching conversations with teacher(s) to improve student learning.
3. Participant completed the voluntary consent form and agreed to engage in the study.
Convenience sampling was selected “on the basis of being accessible” to the
researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 137). Because extensive interviews were
required, it was important that the researcher have direct access to the sample’s location.
In addition, because the core elements of National Blue Ribbon recognition are not
exclusive to location, the selected sample’s characteristics were agreeable to the target
population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
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From the 31 National Blue Ribbon elementary schools, the researcher created an
unbiased sample of 12 participants by giving every National Blue Ribbon elementary
principal of the possible sample an equal chance of being included in the sample (Patton,
2015).
Sample Selection Process
The following process was used to select the participants:
1. All 31 National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in proximity to the
researcher were contacted by the researcher to determine participation eligibility.
2. Once eligibility was determined, the researcher used convenience sampling to select
12 principals of National Blue Ribbon elementary schools to participate in the study.
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted that convenience sampling is often used to
assure access to the sample so the study can proceed in the most orderly manner
possible.
3. After the 12 participants were selected using convenience sampling, each participant
was contacted by the researcher by phone and by e-mail. The e-mail included the
letter of invitation, which described the selection criteria (see Appendix C) to
volunteer in the research study.
4. If a participant refused participation, a replacement was chosen using the same
process.
5. After the phone and e-mail contact, the researcher obtained informed consent to
volunteer in the study from each participant (see Appendix D).
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Instrumentation
In qualitative studies, the researcher acts as the instrument for data collection.
Merriam (1988) contended, “Humans are best suited for this task—and best when using
methods that make use of human sensibilities such as interviewing, observing and
analyzing” (p. 3). Therefore, “the quality of qualitative data depends to a great extent on
the methodical training, skill, sensitivity, and integrity of the researcher” (Patton, 2015,
p. 15). In order to preserve the credibility and integrity of this qualitative study, the
researcher utilized specific strategies to enrich the reliability and validity of the data
collected through interviews, follow-up observations, and artifact review.
The primary source of data collection was a standardized open-ended interview.
This type of interview is also referred to as a semistructured interview in which an
interview schedule was made prior to the interview with detailed interview questions
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012). The research questions were derived
from the primary tenants of coaching conversations from the research of Linda Gross
Cheliottes and Marcela Fleming Reilly (2010). Additionally, the interview questions
addressed each of the research questions and the variables of the study and review of
literature. The researcher used the same interview script (see Appendix E) and questions
(see Appendix F) with all participants. The format of semistructured interviews supports
the integrity of multiple interviews over time that can promote replication while creating
natural opportunities for the necessary flexibility for wording clarification and probing
questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012; Patton 2015). The researcher
used probing questions to acquire deeper meaning and/or clarification from the
participants. Utilization of the standard open-ended interview promoted the compilation
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of rich data that exercised a reliable and systematic progression (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012).
Participants willing to volunteer in the study were randomly selected to increase
the credibility of the study. Participants who met the selection criteria were given a letter
of invitation (see Appendix C) that explained the selection criteria and purpose of the
study. Before each interview, the researcher reviewed the letter of invitation (see
Appendix B), informed consent form (see Appendix D), and the Brandman Institutional
Review Board Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (see Appendix G). Each participant
was asked to sign the informed consent form and audio release form (see Appendix H)
agreeing to the audio recording of the interview. The researcher developed a
demographic questionnaire (see Appendix I) in order to substantiate that participants met
the selection criteria. Additionally, the demographic questionnaire provided the
following information related to age, race/ethnicity, gender, position, name of school of
employment, and years of experience in position. The additional information the
demographic questionnaire provided allowed the researcher to analyze responses and
suggest future study related to demographic responses.
Reliability
Reliability is a crucial marker of quality research. In fact, the reliability of
qualitative inquiry to a great extent is contingent upon trustworthiness (Golafshani,
2003). Reliability can be described as not necessarily obtaining the same results should
the study be replicated (Golafshani, 2003; Merriam, 1988; Patton 2015), but “the results
make sense—they are consistent and dependable” (Merriam, 1988, p. 172). The
researcher took several measures to increase the reliability of this study.

61

The researcher employed reflexivity to obtain reliable results. Reflexivity is the
“rigorous self-examination of the researcher” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 332).
The researcher evaluated and accepted human bias, took measures to account for the
subjectivity, and took action to remain neutral throughout the study. These measures
included self-awareness, capturing the essence of the participants, and a persistence in
obtaining accurate accounts from participants (Pillow, 2003).
To ensure a reliable study, the same researcher conducted all interviews either
face to face or via telephone. The questions were asked in the same sequence for all
participants. During the interviews, the researcher used participant language to enhance
accurate data collection during the interview process (Patton, 2015). Avoiding unclear,
vague, or ambiguous language can result in participant confusion and/or misperceptions
that may not associate with the aim of the study. This was enhanced by defining and
calibrating key terms used in the interview and repeated use of that clear language with
each interviewee.
Pilot Test
Prior to conducting the study, three educational consultants were asked to
participate in a pilot test. A pilot test can enhance the reliability of the study as it allows
the researcher to ensure neutrality, test the interview questions, and make any changes
necessary prior to data collection (Creswell, 2014; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Participants were asked to review the interview script (see Appendix E) and questions
(see Appendix F) and determine the reliability of the questions. Participants were asked
to provide feedback related to the following reliability components: readability, length of
interview, completion time, motivation, and structure (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
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The researcher discussed the results of the field test with the committee chair. The
dissertation chair of this study has experience in interviewing for qualitative inquiry and
provided additional feedback and the interview script (see Appendix E), and questions
(see Appendix F) were revised based on the information provided by the consultants and
the dissertation chair.
Validity
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “Validity, in qualitative
research, refers to the degree of congruence between the explanations of the phenomena
and the realities of the world” (p. 330). Creswell (2014) suggested using multiple
strategies to strengthen the validity of a study. Table 2 depicts the strategies used to
enhance the validity of this study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Table 2
Strategies to Enhance Validity
Strategy

Description

Engage with other researchers and consultants

Discuss methodology and results with other
experts in the field to reduce bias

Thorough and careful record keeping

Use of recording devices, clear decision trail
to increase transparency

Precise and verbatim account of interviews

Use of verbatim transcription enhances
accurate account of participants’ experiences

Participant language

Ensures clear and understandable wording,
which promotes understanding to obtain
informed responses

Multimethod strategies

Use of observation and artifact review for
triangulation of data analysis
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Data Collection
Prior to data collection for this study, approval to conduct the study was received
from the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB). The common
techniques for data collection in qualitative research are interviews, observations, and
artifact review (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton 2015). The aim of this
qualitative study was to discover and describe how exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals improve student learning through effective coaching
conversations with their teachers. To align with the study, the primary source of data
collection was individual interviews. Additionally, the researcher reviewed artifacts
shared by participants to triangulate data collected from the interviews. Data
triangulation enhances both the reliability and validity of a study as the researcher can
confirm results of primary data source and/or identify gaps in data collection (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
Data collection procedures were planned and intended to protect the rights of each
participant (Patton, 2015). The researcher e-mailed a letter of invitation to potential
participants (see Appendix C). The invitation letter included the purpose of the study,
selection criteria, and participation expectations. The intention of the letter was to assist
possible participants in making a knowledgeable decision regarding their involvement in
the study. Before each interview, the researcher reviewed the letter of invitation (see
Appendix C), Brandman University’s Research Participant’s Bill of Rights (see
Appendix G), and the informed consent form (see Appendix E). The consent form
included the research study title, purpose, details of the study procedure, and the possible
risks and benefits associated with participating in the study, and contact information for
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the university and researcher. An audio release form (see Appendix H) was reviewed and
signed prior to each interview, allowing the researcher to record the interview session.
The confidentiality for each participant was preserved (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). The identity of each participant was only obtainable by the researcher. The
sampling procedure implicated persons in specific roles. Therefore, it is feasible to
identify participants based on the specific school sites. The names of the school sites
were only available to the researcher and dissertation chair. The researcher assured each
participant of the confidentiality of the information they shared with the researcher. Any
names or school sites that were mentioned in the interview were generalized and
posttranscription, the audio files were deleted.
The same procedure was followed for each interview. Three days prior to the
interview, the researcher e-mailed participants and attached an outline of the interview
questions (see Appendix J) to serve as an appointment reminder. At the start of each
interview session, the researcher and participant engaged in brief introductions. This was
followed by the researcher engaging the participant in nonspecific topics in order that
they become familiar with each other and cultivate rapport. Then the researcher reviewed
and obtained consent on the aforementioned forms. The researcher permitted the
participant to ask any questions regarding the study. Then the recorder was turned on,
and the interview commenced.
During the interview, the researcher took notes in addition to recording the
interviews. Patton (2015) stated that taking notes during an interview supports the
research in the following ways: “It can help the interviewer formulate new questions as
the interview moves along . . . , field notes help make sure the inquiry is unfolding in the
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hoped for direction and can stimulate early insights,” during data analysis the notes can
be used for key quotes, and “notes are a backup” (p. 473). At the close of the interview,
participants were asked if there was any additional information or insights the
interviewees wanted to share in regard to coaching conversations with their teachers.
After participants shared remarks, the researcher thanked participants for engagement in
the study and concluded the interview. The audio-recording device was turned off.
Data Analysis
Patton (2015) stated, “Qualitative analysis transforms data into findings” (p. 521).
The chief process used to uncover findings associated with qualitative studies is inductive
analysis (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). McMillan and Schumacher
(2010) explained, “Inductive analysis is the process through which qualitative researchers
synthesize and make meaning from the data starting with specific data and ending with
categories and patterns” (p. 367). This study employed inductive analysis for data
analysis. Unique to qualitative research, data analysis begins with the data collection
process. As through data collection, the researcher was able to identify additional
insights, which required attention and clarification (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010;
Patton, 2015). Another key component of qualitative analysis includes coding and
categorizing the data. Coding and categorizing the data involves analyzing each data
segment assigning a code, developing a description for the data, and categorizing the data
into developed themes and patterns (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In qualitative
inquiry, the researcher may not follow these processes in linear order and frequently
moves among these phases as they make meaning of the data.
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Documenting Data Collection
As she collected the data, the researcher began to develop general concepts and
themes related to the data. This emergence of analysis provided the researcher with
premature concepts and potentials for further exploration during analysis (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton 2015). In order to produce a rich analysis, the researcher took
notes during the interviews to reference during the synthesis of data. Each interview was
recorded and transcribed. After transcription, the researcher read the transcripts
repeatedly to become immersed in and develop and create a deep understanding while
generating additional insights into the data (Patton, 2015).
Coding and Categorizing the Data
Once the data were collected, the researcher began the coding process. Coding
begins with “identifying small pieces of data that stand alone” (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). From the codes generated during the coding, the researcher identified categories
or themes. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) explained that “categories are entities
comprised of grouped codes” (p. 376). The researcher found that codes could be used in
more than one category. As the researcher coded and categorized the data, she found it to
be a constant exploration of identifying both supplementary and contradictory
verification of meaning for each category. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) stated,
“This very important process occurs” and can be described as “the recursive process
involving the repeated application of a category to fit codes and data segments” (p. 3.77).
Colleagues familiar with but not a party to the study reviewed the data and coded the data
independently to serve as an intercoder reliability mechanism. This process insured that
steps were taken to minimize any possible researcher bias in the overall coding process.
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Identifying Themes and Patterns
The purpose of qualitative research is to use the categories/themes to uncover
patterns in the data (Creswell, 2014; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) stated, “A pattern is a relationship among categories”
(p. 378). To facilitate discovering patterns, the researcher employed seven techniques
suggested by McMillan and Schumacher (2010). The seven techniques are described in
Table 3.

Table 3
Techniques for Discovering Patterns
Discovering pattern technique

Description

Gauged data trustworthiness

Assessed each data set for quality and
accuracy while being aware of the researchers
own bias on the data

Triangulation

Compared different sources of data to cross
validate patterns

Evaluated discrepant and negative evidence

Searched for evidence that contests a pattern
or poses an alternate pattern

Ordered categories for patterns

Arranged categories in a manner to discover
patterns

Sorted categories for patterns

Grouped categories in different ways to
derive meaningful patterns

Constructed visual representations

Used tables, figures, diagrams or charts as
tools to construct patterns

Conducted logical cross analysis

Used matrices to develop additional ideas for
pattern discovery

Note. Adapted from Research in Education: Evidence-Based Inquiry (7th ed.), by J. H. McMillan
and S. Schumacher, 2010, p. 379, copyright © Pearson, Upper Saddle River, NJ.

Colleagues familiar with but not a party to the study reviewed the themes and
patterns from the data independently to serve as an intercoder reliability mechanism.
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This process assured that steps were taken to minimize any possible researcher bias in the
overall coding process.
Limitations
Phenomenological studies seek to discover the experience of an event versus
uncovering patterns or correlations (Moustakas, 1994). With this process, there were
limitations the researcher considered. Roberts (2010) stated, “Some typical limitations
are sample size, methodology constraints, length of study and response rate” (p. 162).
The field of education presents several terms that are used interchangeably,
acronyms and synonyms. Despite efforts to be clear with key terms such as coaching
conversations, the opacity of the English language related to the field of education
presents a limitation. Patton (2015) asserted, “The interviewer bears the responsibility to
pose questions that make it clear to the interviewee what is being asked” (p. 453). Patton
further clarified that it is integral that the interviewer spend time developing a framework
of the interviewees’ understanding and perception of the phenomena being explored and
then pose questions in congruence with the interviewees’ account of that phenomena.
Careful attention to the use of language with clarification and calibration of terms related
to the study was considered as the discrepancy of vocabulary may vary subject to
participant background, experience, and area of expertise.
The small sample size presents a limitation. The sample was limited to 12
National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals, which may result in obstacles in
generalizing data; however, phenomenological methodology typically uses small sample
size as a means to better understand the studied phenomena (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010).
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The study occurred in National Blue Ribbon elementary schools that schools that
are accessible to the researcher. The participating sample may not represent all
perceptions of all National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals. Additionally, the
study relied on voluntary participation by elementary principals. It is possible that
participants did not respond or lack the motivation to respond. According to McMillan
and Schumacher (2010), “Whether or not subjects are motivated to respond in certain
ways can have substantial effects” . . . and could “skew the results” (p. 142).
Furthermore, this study was limited by the accuracy and clarity of the responses
of each participant. Participants’ responses may have been skewed by environmental or
personal factors not associated with or included in the survey (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). However, the researcher assumed that the participants provided honest and
sincere responses to the interview questions. Because the researcher had to rely on the
honesty and sincerity of the participants, follow-up questions and clarification strategies
were employed by the researcher in order to obtain the most accurate responses from
participants.
In qualitative studies, the researcher serves as the instrument for data collection.
The reliability of the research presents a limitation. The researcher’s personal bias can
influence the data. In order to address this, the researcher had to take actions to diminish
the ethical implications of bias. Finally, the extensive time required for data collection
and analysis associated with qualitative inquiry presents limitations to the study. Because
of the large volume of data collected, it commonly takes researchers more time collect
and analyze. To address this limitation, the researcher adhered to strict guidelines and
procedures to increase reliability and validity during data analysis.
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Summary
This chapter provided a review of the study’s purpose and research questions
followed by an overview of the methodology. The chapter depicted the research design,
population and sample, instrumentation, and data collection and analysis procedures. The
study’s limitations were discussed. Chapter IV presents the data and findings from the
study. Chapter V characterizes major findings, conclusions, suggestions for action, and
recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This chapter presents an analysis of the data collected from this study. The study
aimed to discover and describe how exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals improve student learning through effective coaching conversations with their
teachers, and to explore the barriers they encounter and the actions they took to overcome
these barriers. Chapter IV restates the study’s purpose, research questions, methodology,
population, and sample followed by a presentation of the data organized by research
question. Chapter IV concludes with a summary of the findings.
Purpose
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning
through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and the actions they
took to overcome these barriers.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central question. The central question was divided
in into three subquestions.
Central Question
What are the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching conversations
with their teachers?
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Subquestions
1. How do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop
coaching conversations with their teachers?
2. What barriers do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals
encounter when holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
3. What actions do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to
overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
Qualitative inquiry, phenomenological methodology was selected for this study to
share the lived experiences of National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in
improving student learning through coaching conversations with their teachers. As the
study sought to capture these lived experiences, the use of in-depth, semistructured
interviews was reasoned most suitable. The researcher conducted 11 face-to-face
interviews and one phone interview with elementary principals of National Blue Ribbon
Schools, four from Riverside County, four from Los Angeles County, and four from San
Diego County. The participant selected the date, location, and time of the interview.
Eleven participants selected to conduct the interview at their school site in their office or
office conference room. One participant requested a phone interview. The researcher
contacted this participant at his/her school site and conducted the interview via phone.
All interviews were conducted during October and November 2016. All participants
were provided an interview outline, which listed the interview questions broken into three
sections in advance. Additionally, each participant signed an informed consent and audio
release consent prior to the interview. Interviews were recorded by two electronic
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devices and then transcribed. All participants were offered verbatim transcriptions for
review and edit as necessary. The data obtained through the transcriptions were analyzed
for themes through frequencies, and the codes that developed were correlated to the
study’s research questions that resulted in the findings of this study. An independent
review of the themes and codes developed from the data was conducted by a colleague
familiar with, but not party to, the study to ensure intercoder reliability.
Population and Sample
For the purpose of this study, the population included all National Blue Ribbon
elementary schools in California from 2011–2015. In the 32 years of existence, the U.S.
Department of Education has recognized 7,000 schools with National Blue Ribbon
distinction (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). During 2011–2015, there
were 90 National Blue Ribbon elementary schools in the state of California (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). From the 90 National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals, the target population of 31 principals was determined based on the
accessibility and proximity to the researcher.
To perform this qualitative inquiry, the purposeful sampling of National Blue
Ribbon elementary school principals was used and convenience sampling was employed
as participants within close proximity to the researcher were sought. Of the 31 National
Blue Ribbon elementary school principals accessible to the researcher, 12 were selected
to participate. Four of the participants served as elementary principals of National Blue
Ribbon Schools from Riverside County, four from Los Angeles County, and four from
San Diego County. Because of limited population of National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in the state of California from 2011–2015, and an acutely small sample,
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safeguards were employed to preserve confidentiality and anonymity to the participants.
The names and all signifying or heading information was absent from the presentation of
data and the findings. The 12 participants were identified with numeric representation
(e.g., Principal 1 [P1]; Principal 2 [P2]; Principal 3 [P3]; etc.).
Presentation of the Data
To answer the central research question, the researcher coded emergent themes
from the data by each participant and by each subquestion. The researcher was able to
organize how National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals developed coaching
conversations, the barriers they encountered to holding coaching conversations, and the
actions taken to overcome the barriers. Additionally, the data from the 12 interviews
were synthesized into a matrix to represent the most frequent themes and the number of
principals who noted these themes as related to the purpose of the study. The data are
presented by research subquestion followed by a summary that synthesizes the findings to
address the central question of the study.
Research Subquestion 1
The first subquestion of this study sought to answer, “How do exemplary National
Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop coaching conversations with their
teachers?” A total of six themes were identified by the 12 principals who were
interviewed. The frequency count ranged from 19 to 47. The researcher included the
most frequently recorded themes that were also noted by a minimum of five principals.
Table 4 illustrates the identified ways that principals of National Blue Ribbon elementary
schools develop coaching conversations with their teachers.
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Table 4
How Principals Develop Coaching Conversations With Their Teachers, in Descending Order From Most
Frequent to Least Frequent
How principals
develop coaching
conversations with
their teachers

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

Use powerful
questioning

7

5

6

5

6

Build trusting
relationships

5

3

5

5

5

Be close to
teaching and
learning

4

3

5

Provide
nondisciplinary
/nonthreatening
specific feedback
that promotes
action

8

4

Listen

4

Assume the
teacher is a
professional

4

3

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

P11

P12

Total

#of Ps

4

3

2

3

3

3

47

11

4

2

3

3

2

3

43

11

8

3

3

3

2

3

1

35

10

4

2

3

2

2

2

1

32

10

4

2

2

1

3

3

25

8

1

19

7

6

5

2

2

2

2

Use powerful questioning. The use of powerful questioning was the most
frequently identified way National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals developed
coaching conversations with their teachers. The use of powerful questioning received a
frequency count of 47 and was identified by 11 of the 12 principals who were
interviewed. Five principals noted the use of powerful questioning five to seven times
during the interview; the remaining six principals noted the use of powerful questioning
two to four times. Asking powerful questions conditions others to think acutely, create
their own ideas that are more meaningful, and “conveys that you [the principal] trust
them [the teacher] and they are competent” (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p.
61).
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P1 noted the use of powerful questioning as a highly effective way for principals
to develop coaching conversations with their teachers. P1 stated,
Most times, I make sure to have just a couple really powerful questions ready
before I have a coaching conversation with teachers. These kind of questions
really help the conversation be a conversation instead of me just talking and the
teacher not really listening. Powerful questions keep us both focused on the
learning for the kids.
P3 agreed with P1’s perception of powerful questioning being a highly effective way for
principals to develop coaching conversations with their teachers:
Asking the right questions to the right teachers is critical. Each teacher needs
different questions to ignite reflection on different areas of their teaching skillset.
It’s just like our students, differentiated or leveled questions are the most
powerful ways to enhance learning.
P7 and P10 discussed the importance of having a strong question to initiate a coaching
conversation with their teachers. Both principals shared that they took time to craft their
questions to ensure that their teachers felt supported; the question ignited thought and led
to the teachers being able to develop a few ideas on their own to improve their teaching
practice. P7 stated,
I spend some time really thinking about my opening question and possible followup questions. It has to be the right way, with the right tone, with a very specific
focus. I can’t overwhelm the teacher.
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Questioning has been identified as a necessary skill for coaching conversations,
improving teacher quality and student performance (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2012; Marshall, 2013; Marzano & Toth, 2013).
Build trusting relationships. The need to build trusting relationships was the
second most frequent way principals of National Blue Ribbon elementary schools
developed coaching conversations with their teachers. Building trusting relationships
was identified 43 times by principals as a critical component of developing coaching
conversations. Eleven of the 12 principals noted that trusting relationships between the
principal and the teacher were essential to coaching conversations. Danielson (2009)
contended, “The first, and some would argue the most important characteristic of a
school making progress toward improved student learning is that the leader has
established an atmosphere of trust: trust among teachers and between teachers and
administrators” (p. 19). P8 stated,
The number one thing is a trusting relationship. It takes a lot of time to build that.
You have to be consistent in your coaching conversations with teachers. They
have to know you are in it with them [teachers].
P6 concurred with P8 and further noted,
There’s no gimmicks or tricks, you have to have trust with your teachers to have a
real coaching conversation.
Additionally, P8 reflected on his first year at the school,
I was like, get me the hell outta here; I could see the school needed to make some
instructional changes, but I couldn’t move forward so I had to wait. I hate
waiting, but I knew I needed them [the teachers] to trust me first.
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P5 shared her experience as a new principal in regard to how she is building trust
as a means to developing coaching conversations with her teachers:
So, I am pretty new, my first year in the chair, so to speak. I really just have to
watch and interact, interact strategically to build trust. They [teachers] don’t
know me and I don’t know them. We have to learn about each other. They need
to feel I won’t betray their confidence, punish them for taking a risk, I need them
to know I treasure their teaching, hear their words, ask questions and make them
feel safe. Yes, that is what I will be focused on for most of this year and maybe
next too. Building trust takes a lot of time.
Knight (2011) purported that “when leaders do not honor teachers’ voices . . . ask[ing] for
their thoughts or suggestions, they communicate the message that they do not trust
teachers to think for themselves” (p. 35). Furthermore, Danielson (2009) asserted that in
order for meaningful conversations between the principal and the teacher to occur, “It is
the obligation of the individual with greater power to assume the responsibility of
building and sustaining trusting relationships” (p. 20). The individual with the greater
power, the principal, is primarily responsible for establishing, sustaining, and monitoring
the trust between herself/himself and her/his teachers.
Be close to teaching and learning. Ten of the 12 principals interviewed shared
that to develop coaching conversations, they needed to be close to teaching and learning.
Being close to teaching and learning was noted 35 times during the 12 interviews. One
of the qualifying factors of National Blue Ribbon recognition includes principals who are
immersed in the teaching and learning at their schools (National Blue Ribbon Schools
Program, n.d.). Additionally, Whitaker (2012b) asserted, “We [principals] can’t teach
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from the office” (p. 43). National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals identified
intentionally being close to the teaching and learning on their campuses as an essential
way to develop coaching conversations with their teachers.
P4 recollected the transition from the 1997 California State Standards to the
current California Common Core State Standards:
It [California Common Core State Standards] was new for all of us and I certainly
wasn’t going to be a part of it and really get to know the standards, unless I was in
it, really in it with my teachers. Our mantra is, it’s hard to lead the work if we
[principals] don’t know the work. That’s made a big difference for me. When I
am here, it is me getting into classrooms and watching what teachers are doing
and how students are learning so I can have a coaching conversation with a
teacher that means something. Being in it, in the classroom, in the collaborative
meetings with the teachers, at the trainings with the teachers, is what helps me
develop those important conversations that will help improve student learning.
P2 also reflected on her experiences during the transition in standards. She recalled,
I just had to be in it with them [the teachers]. It was all new work and staying
close to their learning and how their learning translated to their teaching and then
onto student learning was and actually still is so important. If I don’t know what
our teachers are doing, how can I help or understand it myself?
P10 and P3 concurred with being close to teaching and learning as a way to
develop coaching conversations. Both P10 and P3 mentioned saving all paperwork and
the day-to-day administrative tasks such as e-mails, reports, and phone calls until after
instructional minutes have concluded. P10 shared,
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I just save all that stuff, you know SARC reports, emails, SPSA updates, the stuff
that can keep you busy all day, until after the students leave. While they
[students] are here I try to be with them and the teachers as much as possible.
Furthermore, P3 noted,
Not just during the day, but after the kids leave, I visit classrooms to be close to
the teachers; sometimes, I get the most insights then, when it is just me and the
teacher immersed in the leftover learning from the school day.
P6 described a strategy for ensuring he is close to teaching and learning. He
shared,
You know, we can sometimes get trapped up in the office handing all the
management stuff like emails, reports and student discipline. Oh, student
discipline. I don’t even do discipline in the office any more. I need to be in
classrooms, alongside the teaching and see what students are learning. So, now,
now I go to the classrooms to deal with discipline. It gets me in, I get to handle
the discipline, but really I am in the classroom where the real action of learning is
happening.
Provide nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific feedback that promotes
action. The fifth most frequently identified way National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals developed coaching conversations with their teachers was that they provide
nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific feedback that promotes action. Providing this
type of feedback was noted 32 times during the interviews. Ten of the 12 principals
interviewed identified that they provide nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific feedback
that promotes action as a way to develop coaching conversations with their teachers.
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Perkins (2003) contended that feedback has two major attributes: one, it conveys the goal
the giver wants to share; and second, it promotes the importance of the relationship
between the person providing the feedback and the person receiving the feedback. In this
case, the feedback preserves or enhances the relationship between the principal and the
teacher. P7 stated,
When I observe a teacher and students engaged in a lesson and I have feedback I
want to give, I really think, “How can I provide that teacher with something
meaningful that will let her know I care enough about her and the students to give
some ideas that will make the teaching and learning just a little bit better?” It’s
like a balance; I have to affirm the teacher’s skill but give her something very
specific that will make learning more meaningful for the kids. This was hard for
me at first. There are so many little tweaks I can see that can be made to improve
learning, but at what cost? I have to offer something that is relevant, doable and
doesn’t make the teacher feel like I am out to get her and [that] her evaluation will
suffer because I gave a suggestion.
P11 concurred with P7:
I have to be careful. They [teachers] are sensitive. Plus, you never know, they
may have had a bad experience with a previous principal, so I have to be pretty
detailed and specific and make sure it does not threaten the teacher. If our
teachers feel threatened, they won’t believe in me. Then how could I give them
feedback to improve student learning? I take this pretty seriously. Just this
morning I had to talk to a job share team. I was honestly sweating with worry
because I had something that [I] really needed to address for the good of the
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students in their class, but I did not want them to feel threatened or like they were
in trouble. Needless to say, it worked out, but I had to make sure what I was
providing was meaningful and resulted in action by the job share team.
The importance that principals provide nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific
feedback that promotes action was evident in the interviews. The ultimate purpose of
coaching conversations is that as a result of the social interaction between the principal
and the teacher, action is taken to improve teaching practice, therefore enhancing student
learning (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012).
Listen. The need for principals to listen in order to develop coaching
conversations with teachers was identified 25 times by eight principals. Gross Cheliotes
and Fleming Reilly (2010) stated,
By deliberately deciding to be a committed listener, you convey to the other
person that they are valued, that you are open to their ideas even if you do not
agree, and that you sincerely want to engage in a dialogue rather than monologue.
(p. 23).
P1 stated,
If I want to have a coaching conversation with a teacher, I know I need to do most
of the listening. I mean, the teacher has more information than I do. I always
start with a strong question, but then, I just have to listen. I get a better idea of the
instructional decisions they made and the why. Sometimes, the teacher has
already reflected and the feedback I was going to give [he/she] has already
thought of and [is] planning to change. I learn a lot by listening. I often find out I
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just need to check back on what they reflected about and see how it is going in the
classroom.
Gross Cheliotes and Fleming Reilly (2010) insisted that listening allows the principal to
gather more information and gives autonomy to the speaker to cultivate or enhance his or
her thinking. P5 agreed with P1 and stated,
I think being a school leader you really have to be humble. Teachers are a proud
group. It is so important to be a good listener and kind of see where the teachers
are. This gives you a better understanding before you start talking or giving
feedback. Sometimes when you listen they get to the best next step on their own.
Sometimes you might not think it is the best next step and as you listen you find
out their idea might not be like yours, but it is good and it will probably help the
students just as much as your idea. Just because my feedback came from me, it
doesn’t mean it’s the best. That’s why listening is a major way to build the
groundwork for having those conversations with teachers.
Additionally, P5 connected the profound power of listening to her own practice.
You know, several years ago, I thought I was an expert in having meaningful
conversations with my teachers about their learning. And, one day I learned . . . I
learn more about teaching and learning by actually listening. I learn from them
[teachers] and I can share their learning with others. The more I listen, the better
principal I become. Their [teachers’] words, reflections, questions, and ideas are
what give me the knowledge of what I can do to support them. Don’t get me
wrong, I love talking but you get way more out of listening.
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Assume the teacher is a professional. National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals noted that an essential way to develop coaching conversations with their
teachers is to assume the teacher is a professional. Seven of the 12 principals
interviewed noted that having this assumption of their teachers promoted the
development of coaching conversations. Assuming the teacher is a professional was
noted 19 times during the interviews. Principals who assume the teacher is a professional
often enter a coaching conversation “with a positive mindset about the other person” in
regard to their knowledge and abilities (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 8).
This positive intent demonstrates to the teacher that the principal views them as having
something meaningful to contribute to the coaching conversation, therefore enhancing
not only the trust between the principal and the teacher, but the conversation is focused
on improving the condition of the teaching and learning environment. P3 stated,
I have to believe in my teachers. I believe they are doing what they think is best
practice for their students. They are professionals, as a whole. They have
training, ideas, and strategies that they have selected, practiced, and revised.
Before I jump all over them with ideas and suggestions to make their teaching
better, I have to stop and remember, they have worked hard to get here and they
have something to add or contribute too. It’s the ones [who] don’t have anything
to add or have no ideas or reflections, those are the ones I worry about. I make
these assumptions by doing a lot of restating what they say. This shows them “I
hear you, I respect you, and you have a lot to add to this conversation.”
Restating and paraphrasing demonstrates that the principal not only cares about the
teacher’s practice, but affirms his/her thoughts and reflections; it acknowledges that the
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teacher and provides clarity to a conversation (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2012).
Research Subquestion 2
The second subquestion of this study sought to answer, “What barriers do
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals encounter when holding
coaching conversations with their teachers?” Four barriers were identified by the 12
principals who were interviewed. The frequency count ranged from 22 to 31. The
researcher included the most frequently recorded barriers that were also noted by a
minimum of eight principals. Table 5 illustrates the barriers National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals encounter when holding coaching conversations with their
teachers.

Table 5
Barriers to Holding Coaching Conversations With Their Teachers, in Descending Order From Most
Frequent to Least Frequent
Total

#of P’s

31

11

26

10

3

24

8

3

22

8

Identified barriers

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

P11

Time

5

3

3

2

5

3

2

2

3

2

1

Teacher resistance
/reluctance

6

3

2

2

2

2

2

2

3

5

4

2

2

3

2

3

4

3

2

2

Lack of teacher
skill/performance
Lack of
administrative
support (AP)

3

2

3

P12

2

Time. Eleven of the 12 principals interviewed noted time as a barrier they
encounter to holding coaching conversations with their teachers. Time was identified 31
times during the interviews. The existing processes and structures seldom lend
themselves to principals supporting teachers in improving their practice, “especially in
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large schools to have sufficient time . . . to address the needs of some teachers for intense
instructional support” (Darling-Hammond, 2013, p. 13). In response to identifying the
challenges and barriers encountered to holding coaching conversations with teachers, P9
stated,
Time. Time. Time. Student discipline can take time. Some nights I am here until
8 or 9. That’s not good balance, but this job and doing this job well takes a lot of
time. I am lucky that I have been on this campus for a while, gosh, it’s been like
8 years, so I have some time management strategies for the running of this school,
but to really give everyone [teachers] the time they deserve and I need to have
with them, the day would just need to be longer, a lot longer.
P7 concurred with P9 and shared,
The hardest thing to overcome is making the time. I have been the principal here
for 13 years and use lots of strategies to respect time. I am clear with teachers
how long I have when they say to me, “Hey do you have a minute?” I know they
need and deserve a lot more than a minute, but I tell them, “Actually I have 3, will
it take 3 or do we need to meet later?” The thing is, I think we believe
conversations or needs will only take a few minutes, but they don’t, and that is
okay. Our business is on people, children and adults, and that takes time. I think
I have come to understand that time is always a challenge. There’s never enough
of it, but I try to be thankful for the time I do have.
P3 elaborated further on the barrier of time:
Time is a huge barrier mostly because everyone needs it to improve. Also,
everyone needs different amounts of time. Time with me to have those coaching
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conversations, time to practice, and time to reflect. And some need a lot more
than others. Managing the time and making sure everyone gets the right dose,
whew, that is something I have yet to master.
Teacher resistance/reluctance. Teacher resistance/reluctance was identified
with a frequency of 26 during the interview process. Ten of the 12 principals referenced
teacher resistance/reluctance as a barrier to holding coaching conversations with their
teachers. The 10 National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in this study
combined the terms reluctant and resistant.
P3 explained an encounter with the teacher resistance/reluctance barrier of
holding coaching conversations:
Reluctance and resistance is a challenge. I remember trying to work with one of
our more experienced teachers as we transitioned to Common Core. No matter
what training she had, what the team agreed to do, or how many conversations she
and I had, she refused to explore using multiple strategies to teach math. She was
convinced if she did not teach her students the traditional algorithm, her kids
would not do well in math. I really think she was scared and reluctant because
she was afraid her students would not succeed. But, at the same time, she was
fighting the changes that are necessary for our growth. That’s hard, when you
[the principal] know the reluctance and resistance is rooted in a good place, you
know, the teacher has had success in the past with teaching a certain way, a lot of
success, and now things have shifted. I guess she [the teacher] might feel like she
is being punished. I am still working with this teacher, change is slow.
P1 elaborated on P3’s experience:
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Change is hard for people. It is hard for me. I have noticed that some teachers
take change personally. Like it is against them or something. They don’t want to
try something and for a while actually ignore it. Then their reluctance turns to
resisting or flat out refusing to do something. It can be with something relatively
easy to adjust, like making sure their ELs get on their program for a certain
number of minutes each day. And, it can be for something big like making sure
your students can cite multiple texts in their writing. I don’t think the
reluctance/resistance is intended to be destructive, I think it is just hard. We
usually get these ones to come around . . . it just takes a while.
Teacher reluctance/resistance was linked to change or the expectations and
demands to change a behavior or practice. Often teachers get stuck in old patterns of
thinking and/or practice as it has served them well and they are unable to connect to the
change as a way to improve their practice so they simply are reluctant to try or
completely resistant (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010).
Lack of teacher skill/performance. Lack of teacher skill/performance was noted
24 times by eight principals. The quality of a child’s teacher is directly correlated to how
much growth a student will make during a school year (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Hattie,
2009). Additionally, the sum of all the teachers a child has during his or her school
experience plays a significant role in how successfully that child will navigate his or her
educational journey and how successfully he or she will complete it (Darling-Hammond,
2013; Hattie, 2009). An identified barrier of lack of teacher skill/performance was shared
during the interviews. P7 shared her experience relative to experiencing this barrier:
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I think the hardest barrier is when you have a teacher who just doesn’t have it and
they so want to have it. The ones that work so hard and no matter what they just
aren’t suited for the teaching profession. You get stuck, at this is this district
because it is not like you can release them right away and you have to balance
keeping the teacher motivated to keep trying even though I know, I have to
release them. I worry about the students, I worry about the future for the teacher.
It is one of the toughest challenges we face as principals.
P4 shared a similar experience, but with a teacher with a different attitude toward his/her
performance:
I had a teacher who really thought he was a great teacher. I had coaching
conversations with him all the time, at least once a week. Always the same
conversation. He monopolized the conversation with his perception of his
expertise. I even had him record a lesson, observe an expert teacher on site and
work with a district TOSA [teacher on special assignment]. His room was a mess,
students regressed year after year, and all the while, he thought he was doing a
great job. The amount of sleep I lost over this, the amount of time and resources
we poured into him [teacher] was incredible, but there was just not enough
progress in his teaching skill. He was just not going to make it much longer.
Then that becomes its own beast, the process to release or coach a veteran out of
the field. Not having the skill or not being able to develop the skill is a barrier to
holding conversations to improve teaching.
Lack of administrative support (assistant principal). Lack of administrative
support (assistant principal) was identified as an encountered barrier to holding coaching
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conversations with teachers by National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals. This
barrier was identified 22 times. Eight out of the 12 principals interviewed noted this as a
barrier. Of the eight principals who identified this as a barrier, two had full-time assistant
principals who were new to administration; four had no assistant principal, and two had
half-time assistant principals who were shared with another school. Lacking the human
resources to enable principals to serve in coach-like roles has been identified as a
challenge to improving teacher quality that enhances student learning (DarlingHammond, 2013). P1 stated,
There is just not enough of me to go around. For the most part, I have great
relationships with my teachers and they are used to me visiting classes. I like to
think they look forward to it and appreciate when I do. But, I could use an AP
(assistant principal). Some days there are full day IEPs (Individualized Education
Plan meetings) and I don’t even get into classrooms.
P2 and P7 commented on their experience related to sharing assistant principals
with other schools. P2 shared,
On the days I have an AP, I get into more classrooms. The AP handles all of the
discipline, parent needs, and day to day. This allows me to spend more time to
get into classrooms and have coaching conversations with teachers. On the days I
do not have an AP, the likelihood of me visiting classes and talking to teachers
about their teaching is significantly decreased. Not to mention, I have to be
mindful about coaching the AP how to conduct visits and follow-up conversations
with teachers too.
P7 concurred with P2,
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Coadministrating is a challenge when your AP is only half time. We are always
trying to play catch up and she’s (the AP) got another school to help manage too.
Elementary schools don’t seem to get the same administrative support as middle
and high schools. I wonder why that is?
Research Subquestion 3
The third subquestion of this study sought to answer, “What actions do exemplary
National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to overcome the barriers of
holding coaching conversations with their teachers?” Five actions were identified by the
12 principals who were interviewed. The frequency count ranged from 11 to 32. The
researcher included the most frequently recorded barriers that were also noted by a
minimum of six principals. Table 6 illustrates the actions National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals take to overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations
with their teachers.
Table 6
Actions Principals Take to Overcome Barriers of Holding Coaching Conversations With Their Teachers, in
Descending Order From Most Frequent to Least Frequent
Theme

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

Honesty

2

2

5

3

2

4

3

3

4

2

Increase support
(materials,
training)

4

3

5

3

2

2

2

Positive
reinforcement

7

3

4

Schedule time on
calendar to
engage in
coaching
conversations

3

4

2

Peer pressure

2

4

2

3

1

P11

1
2
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1

1

1

1

2

P12

Total

#of P’s

2

32

11

24

8

2

18

6

2

17

8

1

11

6

Honesty. Honesty was the most frequently identified action National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals took to overcome the barriers to holding coaching
conversations with teachers. Honesty had a frequency of 32 and was identified as an
action by 11 of the 12 interviewed principals. Honesty was identified as an action to
overcome both teacher reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher skill/performance.
Speaking truthfully allows “conversations to become more authentic and the relationships
with people become more deeper and more profound. You can truly learn to say what
you mean without being mean!” (Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 77). P7
recounted an experience with a teacher:
If someone [a teacher] absolutely has a wall up, I am very clear about saying, I
need to be very honest about my concern in this area. Here is what I am seeing. I
will share notes from an observation or from a drop-in visit. I even share notes
from a conversation we have had in the past. Our profession is one that is so
critical for the lives of someone else. We need to be honest. If we are not honest,
we are negligent in our leadership.
P7 also discussed the impact of honesty as used as an action to overcome the barriers of
teacher reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher skill/performance:
In the case of a teacher who is reluctant or just refusing to change practice, a
couple of these honest conversations usually work. They see that there really is
no alternative and it is time to get on board or there could be negative
consequences. For the teacher who just does not have the skillset, the
conversations turn into much more life-changing events. I have said to teachers,
“You know what? I think we all get to that point in things we do a long time.
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You really have to search your heart and decide, is it time to do something else?
It may be time to be healthy and pursue something else or do you want to get up
tomorrow and still continue coming in here feeling the way you do?”
P7 described how these honest conversations have resulted in supporting teachers as they
transition into making the decision to leave the teaching profession or to retire.
P3 also connected honesty to overcoming the barriers of teacher reluctance
/resistance and lack of teacher skill/performance:
Just sitting down and being honest with the teacher who is afraid to change can
make the world of difference. As principals, we need to do that. If I have built
some trust and can give them some very specific actions to take, I have to be
honest. My honesty can save their job, and more importantly, it can ensure
improved student learning. In some cases, being honest ends up with a teacher
resigning or being released from [his or her] contract. In other cases, it results in
a teacher incrementally improving [his or her] skill and strengthening the trust we
have. In both cases, student learning is improved.
Increase support. Eight of the 12 National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals identified that to address the barriers of time, teacher reluctance/resistance, and
lack of teacher skill/performance, they increase support of their teachers. Increasing
support as an action to overcome barriers to holding coaching conversations with
teachers was noted with a frequency of 24.
P2 gave a comprehensive example of how increased support is utilized to
overcome the challenges associated with time, teacher reluctance/resistance, and lack of
teacher skill/performance:
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I really look at my available supports to overcome barriers. Time is always a
challenge. I know which teachers really need that ongoing, like weekly
conversation time with me. So, if I am running low on time, I use others to help.
For example, I know in one class, one teacher is really benefitting from coaching
conversations around classroom management. She’s open to feedback and is
really gaining momentum in this area. But, I am off campus or won’t be able to
make it into her room. I reach out to our school counselor, who happens to be
really good at management. I have her pop into the teacher’s classroom and
support the teacher in this area. Of course, the teacher and the counselor already
have a pretty good relationship. Another example is our district has specialists
available. If I have a teacher who is really having a hard time using the new
curriculum or struggling with accepting a new practice, I give them release time
with a specialist. This extra support has made a world of difference with some of
our veterans. They need that support to explore the why and have their questions
answered by someone other than me.
P1 agreed with P2 and captured an alternative perspective about the impact of
increased support:
To really get into good coaching conversations, I have found that when I really
provide more support to my teachers it breaks down some of the challenges.
Sometimes that support is just showing them I am there for them. To some
teachers that means I just support them with student discipline. I can’t even tell
you how many students here come to me for a sticker chart. Other teachers need
more materials. This year our primary grade teachers are really struggling with
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teaching math conceptually; come to find out they do not feel like they have
enough manipulatives. Easy fix, I get them the manipulatives. Last year, one of
our teachers just could not get into the whole PBIS [Positive Behavior
Intervention and Supports] spirit. She really felt students needed more negative
consequences to improve behavior. Right or wrong, she got quite a few parent
complaints about over-the-top consequences. Well, in handling parent complaints
with her, I had to support her but provide alternative supports for consequences
for the students. Yes, that meant I had to find alternatives for several students
myself, but now the teacher knows I am a support and she is more willing to
participate in conversations about her teaching with me.
Positive reinforcement. Positive reinforcement was identified as an action to
overcome the barrier of teacher reluctance/resistance. Six of the 12 principals
interviewed noted using positive reinforcement with a frequency of 18. As teachers are
struggling with adopting or changing a practice, resorting back to past practice can be a
natural tendency; to decrease this positive reinforcement is vital (Gross Cheliotes &
Fleming Reilly, 2012). Positive reinforcement provides encouragement, recognition, and
appreciation as teachers venture the challenges of engaging in a practice that they may be
reluctant to try or resistant to believing in (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming
Reilly, 2012; Whitaker, 2012b).
P12 reflected on using positive reinforcement to enhance coaching conversations
with her teachers:
So many people need so many strokes. They need so much lifting up. If you
cross them, they will go the opposite direction. In the sweetest conversation, they
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can see it as a criticism. I think it is important that I gave a lot of compliments to
recognize her [a teacher’s] growth. I am not that kind of person. I am always
ready for what’s next. My teachers do much better with what’s next when we
stop to recognize what they have done already. I do this through verbal
reinforcement, special lunches, or just activities outside the school to show
reinforce their work.
P3 recognized the need for positive reinforcement not only as a way to overcome
barriers but also as a preventative action to circumvent barriers:
Creating a school feeling that is full or reinforcement is a great way to overcome
the challenges and prevent challenges. I know that there will come a time with
every teacher on this campus that we might need to have a difficult conversation
or that I might need to coach them on something they may not agree with. A
good way to overcome that or prevent it, is always give positive recognition and
reinforcement. I always say thank you to my teachers. I tell them I know how
hard the work they do is and thank them for doing it. I give shout-outs all the
time, whether it be in a bulletin, personal e-mail, or text. I can’t pay them for all
the extra work they do, but I can praise them. Even if it something little, I make
sure to provide something positive that reinforces the direction I want them to go.
Schedule time on calendar to engage in coaching conversations. Eight of the
12 principals who were interviewed noted that they schedule time on calendar to engage
in coaching conversations as a way to overcome the barrier of time. Protecting the time
during instructional hours to visit classrooms and discuss student learning with teachers is
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an effective way to improve student learning (Marshall, 2013; Whitaker, 2012). P8
discussed this action and the application of his work week calendar:
I schedule walkthroughs three days a week that are in my calendar and they are
blocked out and I am hardly ever in here [office]. I am out and about watching
teaching and learning and talking with teachers about it. . . . I can’t manage a
school if I am sitting in here.
P1 stated,
Well, I can’t be in classrooms all day. I have tried to block off days in my
calendar to do this, but what I found is there are certain times of the day that are
the most beneficial, so what I do is block off timeframes each day. The morning
block right after the bell is best for primary reading instruction. The late morning
block after the last recess is best for upper math instruction. Those times line up
for prep periods too. So I know to block those time periods off each day. I work
my way through the grade levels each week and then switch and work my way
down the grade levels the next week. Of course this does not work every day, but
those periods of time are protected in my calendar.
Peer pressure. Using peer pressure to overcome the barriers of teacher
reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher skill/performance was identified as an action by
six of the 12 National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals. Peer pressure was
noted with a frequency of 11. Fullan (2014) purported that “groups of teachers working
in purposeful ways over periods of time, will produce greater learning in more students”
(p. 65).

98

P4 shared his second-grade team’s journey in improving their practice in reading
instruction:
There was some confusion on how to analyze running records for instruction.
There were some members of the team who were divided. The team [members]
all had their running records out and were asking each other questions and
debating on the best way to improve instruction. I just pulled up a chair and
listened. There was one teacher in the group I had been having a not-soproductive coaching conversation with in the past about this topic and I was
making little progress. Then the team addressed that topic and suddenly the
resistant teacher had an “a-ha” moment. Like the light bulb went on. Peers can
impact others at a group level sometimes more powerfully than just me.
P9’s experience in using peer pressure as an action to overcome barriers to holding
coaching conversations aligned with P4’s:
It is amazing how quickly people will change when they realize the rest of the
staff disagrees with them. I kinda use recognition as a peer pressure. I will
highlight and praise teachers for doing something I am trying to work with a
reluctant or resistant teacher to do. I’ll even showcase them publicly at a staff
meeting. Then, during vertical or grade-level meetings, I’ll make sure the team
really digs into the topic the teacher is struggling with. Boom! Before you know
it, the once reluctant or resistant teacher is open to practicing what we have been
debating about for weeks.
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Summary
Chapter IV presented the data and findings of this qualitative inquiry. The study
sought to explore the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching conversations
with their teachers. The study focused on how exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals develop coaching conversations with their teachers to
improve student learning, the barriers they encounter to holding coaching conversations
with their teachers, and the actions they took to overcome the barriers. The population
was National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals across California. The target
population was National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals within proximity to
the researcher. A total of 12 exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals—four from each of the following counties: Riverside, Los Angeles, and San
Diego—participated in the study.
The following central research question guided this study: “What are the lived
experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in
improving student learning through effective coaching conversations with their
teachers?” Three subquestions were used to examine the central question: “How do
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop coaching
conversations with their teachers?” “What barriers do exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals encounter when holding coaching conversations with their
teachers?” “What actions do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals take to overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations with their
teachers?”
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An interview protocol was established with background questions and eight
primary interview questions that addressed each one of the subquestions of the study.
Eleven of the 12 participants engaged in in-depth face-to-face interviews. All interviews
were recorded using digital recording; all participants were offered a copy of the
transcription. Each recording was transcribed. The data were analyzed for themes
through frequencies and the codes and were correlated to the study’s research questions,
which resulted in the findings of this study. An independent review of the data was
conducted by a colleague familiar with, but immersed in the study, to ensure intercoder
reliability.
Findings from this study related to how exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals developed coaching conversations with their teachers that
yielded the most frequencies included the following:
 The use of powerful questioning
 Building trusting relationships
 Being close to teaching and learning
 Listening
 Provide nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific feedback that promotes action
 Assume the teacher is a professional
The most frequently identified barriers exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals encounter to holding coaching conversations with their
teachers included the following:
 Time
 Teacher resistance/reluctance
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 Lack of teacher skill/performance
 Lack of administrative support (assistant principal)
The most frequently identified actions exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals take to overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations
with their teachers included the following:
 Honesty
 Increase support (materials, training)
 Positive reinforcement
 Schedule time on calendar to engage in coaching conversations
 Peer pressure
Chapter V of this study presents conclusions drawn from these findings.
Additionally, Chapter V offers implications for future action and recommendations for
further research derived from the findings presented in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter V offers a review of the purpose of this study, the research questions, the
methodology, and the population and sample. Then the chapter presents a summary of
the major finding. Chapter V also includes a report on the unexpected findings.
Thereafter, the researcher frames conclusions based on the research findings. From those
findings, the researcher offers implications for action and recommendations for further
research.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning
through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and the actions they
took to overcome these barriers.
Research Questions
This study was guided by one central question. The central question was divided
in into three subquestions.
Central Question
What are the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching conversations
with their teachers?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop
coaching conversations with their teachers?
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2. What barriers do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals
encounter when holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
3. What actions do exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to
overcome barriers of holding coaching conversations with their teachers?
Research Methods
Qualitative inquiry, phenomenological methodology was selected for this study to
share the lived experiences of National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals in
improving student learning through coaching conversations with their teachers. As the
study sought to capture these lived experiences, capturing these experiences through the
use of in-depth, semistructured interviews was reasoned most suitable. Gathering
precise, in-depth, rich text from the participants was critical in describing and
understanding the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary
school principals in this qualitative study.
Population and Sample
For the purpose of this study, the population included all National Blue Ribbon
elementary schools in California from 2011–2015. In the 32 years of existence, the U.S.
Department of Education has recognized 7,000 schools with National Blue Ribbon
distinction (National Blue Ribbon Schools Program, n.d.). During 2011–2015, there
were only 90 National Blue Ribbon elementary schools in the state of California (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). From the 90 National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals, the target population of 31 principals was determined based on the
accessibility and proximity to the researcher. Of the 31 National Blue Ribbon elementary
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school principals accessible to the researcher, 12 were selected to participate in this
study.
Major Findings
The major findings of this qualitative study are organized and presented by
research subquestion.
Research Subquestion 1
Research Subquestion 1 inquired, “How do exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals develop coaching conversations with their teachers?” The
major findings for this subquestion yielded eight ways exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals develop coaching conversations with their teachers.
The most frequently identified way to develop coaching conversations with
teachers was the use of powerful questioning with a frequency of 47. Eleven of the 12
participants believed that the use of powerful questioning was critical for developing
coaching conversations. Additionally, participants correlated the use of powerful
questioning to building trusting relationships with their teachers. Building trusting
relationships with teachers was the second most frequently identified way exemplary
National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals develop coaching conversations with
their teachers. The need to build trusting relationships was also noted by 11 of the 12
participants with a frequency of 43. Participants in the study identified six other ways to
develop coaching conversations with their teachers. Participants felt the need to be close
to teaching and learning as essential. This not only correlated to the qualifications of
National Blue Ribbon distinction, it aligned to the review of literature in that leaders must
have a pulse and awareness of best teaching practice as well as specific ideas on how to
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support their teachers in improving their practice to increase student learning (DarlingHammond, 2013; Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012; Marzano &
Toth, 2013). Simply put, principals need to be in classrooms alongside their teachers in
order to have a meaning coaching conversation with their teachers. The lived
experiences of National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals demonstrated
providing nondisciplinary/nonthreatening specific feedback that promotes action as
notable way to develop coaching conversations with their teachers. Participants felt that
in order for coaching conversations to occur, the feedback must be conveyed in a way
that does not evoke threat or punishment related to teachers’ job security. Additionally,
the feedback needed to be so specific that a teacher could take action based on the
conversation. Eight participants discussed listening as an action to developing coaching
conversations with their teachers. Principals believed that listening provided insights
they may not have considered related to teacher practices and student learning and often
yielded deeper reflection and ownership of next steps on behalf of the teacher. Finally,
National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals identified assuming the teacher as a
professional necessary to developing coaching conversations with their teachers.
Participants connected to this action also fostered a trusting relationship. Additionally,
the review of literature noted that this assumption requires the principal to use
paraphrasing and restating teachers’ reflections and insights to validate their practice as a
professional (Danielson, 2009; Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2012).
Research Subquestion 2
Research Subquestion 2 inquired, “What barriers do exemplary National Blue
Ribbon elementary school principals encounter when holding coaching conversations
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with their teachers?” The major findings in this study included four barriers that were
experienced by exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals.
The most frequent barrier was time. Participants felt that time was the greatest
barrier to holding coaching conversations with their teachers as noted by 11 of the
interviewed principals with a frequency of 31. Participants expressed that their teachers
deserved their time and had a desire to give their teachers time; however, it seemed there
was never enough time to fully engage in coaching conversations. Participants identified
time to be barrier they anticipated would continue and as an area of possible growth for
their own practice. Teacher reluctance/resistance was the next frequently identified
barrier. Participants felt that this barrier often stemmed from a teacher’s fear of failure
and over time could be overcome. However, the barrier of lack of teacher
skill/performance did not yield the same likelihood for being overcome as teacher
reluctance/resistance. Principals shared the difficulties associated with supporting
teachers with lack of skill/performance to resign, retire, or be released from their contract.
Participants believed that this was not only difficult for them personally, but the impact
on their student population was of great concern. Related to the barrier of time,
participants felt a lack of administrative support, particularly that of an assistant principal,
was a barrier to holding coaching conversations with their teachers. The lack of human
resources negatively impacted principals’ ability and time to engage in coaching
conversations with their teachers.
Research Subquestion 3
Research Subquestion 3 inquired, “What actions do exemplary National Blue
Ribbon elementary school principals take to overcome the barriers of holding coaching
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conversations with their teachers?” The major findings for this subquestion generated six
actions exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals take to overcome
the barriers of holding coaching conversations with their teachers. Participants connected
these actions to specific barriers during the interviews.
The most frequent action was honesty. Participants thought that being honest
with their teachers was an action to overcome both teacher reluctance/resistance as well
as lack of teacher skill/performance. Principals also shared that being honest with their
teachers often resulted in increased trust in the principal/teacher relationship.
Participants’ experience in being honest with their teachers often resulted in a
reluctant/resistant teacher changing their practice. Additionally, being honest with a
teacher lacking skill/performance resulted in a teacher leaving the field of teaching or
dramatically improving their practice. The examples principals shared about being
honest often connected to asking powerful questions of the reluctant/resistant and/or
teacher struggling with skill/performance, which enhanced the teacher’s autonomy to
their next steps. The second most frequent action to overcome the same two barriers was
increasing support. Principals shared how they examined their existing and available
resources on site or within the district to surround a reluctant and/or resistant teacher
struggling with skill/performance with support. This support included human and
material support. Participants expressed how increasing support can lend to improved
trust and confidence, and ultimately, teacher performance. Using positive reinforcement
as an action to overcome the barrier of teacher reluctance/resistance was shared by six
principals. Principals noted that as teachers are working to improve their performance,
providing positive reinforcement aids in overcoming this barrier to coaching
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conversations. Participants expressed a need to provide positive reinforcement through
praise, tangible rewards, and activities outside the school environment. Providing this
reinforcement also served as a preventative action that could circumvent teacher
reluctance/resistance.
To address the barrier of time, participants intentionally scheduled time on their
calendars to engage in coaching conversations. Participants developed personal
strategies such as protecting time in their calendar by instructional blocks and working
their way through grade levels in ascending order one week and descending order the
next week. Additionally, the action of calendaring time to engage in coaching
conversations contributed to developing coaching conversations by ensuring that
participants stayed close to teaching and learning by protecting time in their calendars.
Finally, peer pressure was identified as an action to overcome the barrier of teacher
reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher skill/performance. Principals felt that using
teacher teams to address a challenge a member of that team was experiencing was often
more powerful than addressing it themselves. Fullan (2014) contended that the power of
teachers working collectively can generate greater learning for students.
Unexpected Findings
Two unexpected findings emerged from the data collected in this study. First, the
review of literature related to peer pressure and/or teacher teams working together to
improve professional practice was not identified as a typical way to overcome barriers
associated with coaching conversations. However, using peer pressure was identified as
a means to overcome barriers related to teacher reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher
skill/performance. The power collegial conversation and collaboration has on teacher
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performance was a major finding in this study. One might assume that with increased
opportunities for teachers to address challenges in their teaching practice collectively, the
greater the results for student learning. Fullan (2014) noted that a key way to maximize
student learning is through building capacity of teachers by building a strong
collaborative culture. With limited time and human resources, such as an assistant
principal, using peer pressure as a means or condition for coaching conversations to
occur, is an optimistic opportunity for principals to capitalize on.
A second unexpected finding also emerged from the barriers. Of the six barriers
experienced by principals, honesty was the most frequent action. The outcome of using
honesty to overcome the barriers of teacher reluctance/resistance and lack of teacher
skill/performance resulted in either improved teacher performance or support of a teacher
as he/she left the profession. It can be assumed that coaching conversations may be more
meaningful than the traditional supervision and evaluation model and yield a greater
impact on teacher performance/student learning. Although the purpose of both teacher
supervision and evaluation and coaching conversations is to improve teacher practice, the
use of honesty in coaching conversations as perceived by the participants was reported to
increase trust with a focus on perceiving the teacher as a professional, even if the
teaching profession was not the ultimate placement for the teacher. Again, this
unexpected finding may lend to a hopeful opportunity in the need for restructuring the
existing teacher supervision and evaluation processes.
Conclusions
Conclusions were developed based on the findings of the data collected in this
study and reinforced by the review of literature. The review of the literature supported
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this study in identifying the essential components of coaching conversations and
clarifying the failure of the existing teacher supervision and evaluation processes in
improving student learning. The review of the literature and this study both concluded
that coaching conversations can lead to improved teacher performance that leads to
increased student learning. These conclusions emphasize the need to increase the
practice of coaching conversations between principals and teachers. Five conclusions
were derived from the major findings based on the exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals’ experiences in using coaching conversations to improve
student learning. These conclusions were further supported by the review of literature in
Chapter II.
Conclusion 1
Principals who develop coaching conversations with their teachers experience
better relationships with their teachers, which leads to increased student learning and
improved teacher quality. The data collected from the individual interviews
demonstrated that exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals employ
specific behaviors to develop coaching conversations. These behaviors included the use
powerful questions, building trusting relationships, being close to teaching and learning,
providing nondisciplinary/nonthreatening feedback that promotes action, listening, and
assuming the teacher is a professional. All of these behaviors were identified as
intentional actions, which led to more authentic conversations focused on improving the
learning environment and success rates of students. Additionally, these behaviors were
identified as enhancing the relationship or building a positive relationship between
teachers and their principal. The literature identifies relationships between the school
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leader and his or her teachers as one of the most important qualities of schools in
improving schoolwide student learning. The literature reveals that when teachers feel
heard, respected as professionals, and have specifics on what skills to enhance, they are
more likely to improve their practice as they have a sense of ownership and feel
supported by their principal. Furthermore, since the principal provided this support in a
nondisciplinary/nonthreatening manner, the teacher may not feel anxious or worried
about his or her job security; therefore, enhancing the teacher’s likelihood of successful
improvement and willingness to engage in future and ongoing coaching conversations
that may lead to a breakthrough in student achievement. The positive relationship
between a principal and his or her teachers establishes a relational connection that
enables the social interaction of coaching conversations that have the potential to result in
professional growth for the principal and teacher. Ultimately, this will yield a continuous
increase in student learning.
Conclusion 2
Principals who are able to identify the barriers to holding coaching conversations
with their teachers and take specific actions to overcome these barriers, improve the
overall teaching quality at their schools. The literature is clear in that the greatest factor
of students’ performance is the quality of their teacher. In order for students to grow, it is
essential that teachers are supported in the ongoing and continuous improvement of their
craft. It can be concluded that principals who are mindful of the barriers and
intentionally plan on actions to overcome the barriers associated with coaching
conversations, a platform for individualized and targeted conversations that are intended
to improve teacher practice, will dramatically improve the quality of teachers at their

112

schools. Furthermore, when the quality cannot be improved, coaching conversations
have been identified as a way to address and support a teacher who may be best suited to
resign or retire. Improving teacher quality or getting better teachers are two ways a
school can improve (Whitaker, 2012a or b?).
Conclusion 3
Effective coaching conversations are situational, based on a principal’s
experience, established trust with his/her teachers, and focused on teacher need; not all
coaching conversations are equal. The literature suggests that to improve teacher
quality, support should be differentiated. Participants in this study noted that each
teacher requires different amounts of time, direction, and differentiated feedback to
enhance his or her practice. Additionally, participants in this study, depending on their
experience were able to articulate how they needed to socially interact with their teachers
in order to develop a coach-like relationship with their teachers. Differentiating coaching
conversations enhance the outcome, relationship between principal and teacher, and lead
to more meaningful opportunities for growth for both participants.
Conclusion 4
Principals who are able to immerse themselves in the teaching and learning in
their school, are better equipped to identify specific areas of strength and need for
individual teachers as well as their school as a whole. A major finding that emerged
from this study was that in order for principals to develop coaching conversations with
their teachers, it was essential they be close to the teaching and learning within their
school. The literature purports that principals must frequently examine their teachers’
practice and the effect thereof on student performance. Also, one of the key qualifiers of
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obtaining National Blue Ribbon School recognition is that principals are close to the
teaching and learning within their school. Participants in this study remarked that in
order to develop effective coaching conversations with their teachers, it was critical that
they engage in the teaching and learning process by visiting classrooms, attending
trainings, and participating in team meetings. These actions serve as mechanisms for
principals to be close and knowledgeable about how teaching is affecting student learning
at their schools. One can conclude that when principals immerse themselves in the
teaching and learning in their school, they are better equipped to identify the strengths
and needs of their teachers as well as provide for the needs of the school.
Conclusion 5
The skills of developing coaching conversations and actions to overcome the
barriers are interrelated, and when principals use these in combination, can serve as a
catalyst to transform a school culture focused on growth for the principal, teachers, and
students. This study revealed that the ways principals develop coaching conversations
and the actions taken to overcome the barriers are interrelated. For example, principals
noted that when they are honest with their teachers, it enhances the trust between
themselves and their teachers. Additionally, when principals provide positive
reinforcement, this also lends to building trust between principals and teachers. Both of
these actions to overcome barriers also contribute to the development of coaching
conversations. When principals employ developing coaching conversations, actions, and
behaviors to overcome the barriers to holding coaching conversations in combination,
they are promoting a school culture that is focused on growth for every member of the
school. These members include the principal, the teachers, and most importantly, the
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students. Promoting this culture can transform a school culture into a growth culture
where members perceive themselves as individuals who are intentionally seeking ways to
improve their practice as a means to increase student learning. National Blue Ribbon
School recognition is clear that this focus on growth is critical to achieving this
phenomenal status. Additionally, the literature is clear that the highest quality educators
are continually seeking ways to improve their practice as a means to achieving exemplary
growth for student learning.
Implications for Action
Exploration of the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals and an extensive review of the literature revealed major
findings for the development of new and existing school principals. Additionally, these
important findings contribute to the literature on effective leadership practices in
education. Based on this inquiry, four implications for action are directly correlated with
the drawn conclusions from the major findings and are as follows:
1. The stories shared by exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals
who engaged in coaching conversations with their teachers led to increased student
learning. Since principals are charged with the ultimate responsibility of increasing
student achievement by increasing student learning outcomes, both principal and
teacher preparation programs should embed direct and specific instruction on coaching
conversations that include the following: how to develop coaching conversations,
anticipated barriers to holding coaching conversations with teachers, actions to
overcome anticipated barriers, and the expected results related to student learning and

115

school culture that can be achieved through the effective use of coaching
conversations.
2. A major finding in this study indicated that effective coaching conversations take
measures to preserve and enhance the relationship between the principal and the
teacher. Participants noted that their behaviors and interactions with their teachers
attended to establishing, maintaining, and enhancing trust between the principals and
their teachers. Participants indicated that this relationship contributed to improved
teacher quality resulting in increased student learning. Districts should consider using
coaching conversations as a way to repair the existing teacher supervision and
evaluation process that the literature has indicated is in desperate need of repair.
Coaching conversations, when done effectively, increase the credibility of both the
principal and teacher, focus on a differentiated opportunity of growth for the teacher,
and provide specific actions for improvement. The literature revealed a general
discomfort between the principal and the teacher when engaged in the traditional
supervision and evaluation processes; however, participants in the study indicated
effective coaching conversations as a normed social interaction, and although at times
uncomfortable, the results improved the conditions for learning for both teachers and
students. Districts should embed coaching conversations into the expected practice of
their principals; the supervision and evaluation processes may yield an improvement
in their purpose and functionality.
3. The lived experiences of the exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals indicated that the use of coaching conversations improved teacher quality
and student learning. At the time of the study, there were only 90 National Blue
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Ribbon elementary schools in California. Obtaining this exemplary recognition could
be obtainable to all California schools. Districts should provide ongoing professional
development to their principals and teachers around coaching conversations.
Professional development should include specific opportunities for both principals and
teachers to engage in coaching conversations and receive expert feedback on how to
enhance their coaching conversations to improve their professional practice in order to
improve student learning while moving all schools in California toward exemplary
status.
4. A major finding in this study revealed that exemplary National Blue Ribbon
elementary school principals often used peer pressure as a means to overcoming the
barriers to holding coaching conversations with their teachers. This finding correlates
to more recent literature on the power of utilizing teacher teams to enhance teacher
practice and student learning. Principals should consider building the capacity of
teacher leaders within their school site in the area of coaching conversations.
Strategically identifying teacher leaders who have the potential, desire, and
relationship with their colleagues to utilize coaching conversations can address the
barriers identified as time and lack of administrative support specifically identified as
assistant principals.
Recommendations for Further Research
The following recommendations, derived from the findings and conclusions of
this study, were made for further research:
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 As this study was part of a thematic study, compare the lived experiences of
exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals and teachers in
improving student learning through effective coaching conversations.
 Explore the lived experiences of exemplary National Blue Ribbon middle and/or high
school principals in improving student learning through effective coaching
conversations with their teachers.
 Compare coaching conversations to traditional supervision and evaluation in
improving teacher performance through the perception of exemplary National Blue
Ribbon principals.
 Explore how exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary principals use peer pressure
to improve teacher quality.
 Examine the role and effects of teacher unions on coaching conversations.
 Explore how principals develop the essential skills of coaching conversations.
 Conduct a quantitative study of the qualitative findings of this study in which
principals rate the identified ways principals develop coaching conversations, the
barriers encountered, and the actions they take to overcome the barriers.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
As an elementary school principal, my primary responsibility is to ensure that
students obtain high levels of growth and achievement. Essentially, the field of education
is preparing students for jobs, careers, and trades that are not even established yet. In
order to do this, it is essential that school leaders engage their teachers in ongoing,
meaningful, and specific conversations—coaching conversations—about student
learning. Understanding the essentials to developing these conversations, the typical
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barriers associated with these conversations, and possible actions to overcome these
barriers, have significantly contributed to the field of education. The power of social
interactions between principals and teachers may produce breakthrough results for
students and the nation and may contribute to restoring the United States’ once
superpower status.
Interviewing the 12 exemplary National Blue Ribbon elementary school
principals was an extraordinary experience. Hearing their lived experiences, the social
interaction we shared, brought depth, clarity, and a greater sense of purpose not only to
the study but also to my passion for creating the best conditions for coaching
conversations between principals and teachers as a catalyst for student achievement. It is
evident to me that coaching conversations can serve as this catalyst. Ensuring that
principals are well supported and knowledgeable on how to engage in coaching
conversations with their teachers will help them in leading a school as they embrace the
challenges and unknown opportunities preparing students for an exciting and competitive
future that will serve in the success of our nation. The stories told by the principals in
this study revealed that coaching conversations contribute to exemplar recognition,
noteable student growth, and high student achievement. Furthermore, as principals are
charged with exciting, yet complex task of transforming their schools, it is of utmost
consequence that coaching conversations are a practical measure of supporting principals
and accelerating their development in becoming leaders who understand and effectively
engage in coaching conversations with their teachers.
This study has ignited a drive and eagerness in me to improve student learning
through coaching conversations with my teachers and colleagues within the field of
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education. It has instilled a sense of bravery into the fiber of my practice to hold
coaching conversations with honesty and positive support as growth and achievement can
be obtained as a result of such intentional social interactions. After 18 years in public
education, the experience of conducting a qualitative inquiry, intentionally engaging in
the lived experiences of exemplary colleagues has had a profound impact on my practice.
The process of bringing the experiences of these exemplary elementary school principals
to publication through the dissertation process has been an honor. I am both humbled and
privileged for the time, honesty, and collegiality I encountered during the data collection
process. This coupled with the knowledge, insights, and relationships I have acquired
through the doctoral journey has not only changed me, but it has improved and
dramatically enhanced how I will lead in the field of education.
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APPENDIX A

Methodology
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APPENDIX C
Letter of Invitation
RESEARCH STUDY INVITATION LETTER

Date:
Dear Prospective Study Participant:
You are invited to participate in a research study designed to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon Elementary School Principals improve student learning
through coaching conversations with their teachers. The principal investigator of this
study is Colleen Flavin, Doctoral Candidate for Brandman University’s Doctor of
Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate in this
study because you are or have been a principal at a National Blue Ribbon Elementary
School. Approximately 15 principals will engage in this study. Participation should
require approximately 45–60 minutes of your time and is entirely voluntary. You may
withdraw from the study at any time without consequences.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this study was to discover and describe how exemplary
National Blue Ribbon elementary school principals improve student learning through
effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose was to explore
the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and actions they took to
overcome these barriers.
Results from the study will be summarized in a doctoral dissertation.
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be interviewed by the
researcher. During the interview, you will be asked a series of questions designed to
allow you to share your experience engaging in coaching conversations with your
teachers to improve student learning. The interview sessions will be audio-recorded for
transcription purposes.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are no known major
risks or discomforts associated with this research. It may be inconvenient to travel to
interviews. However, the session will be held at your school site to minimize this
inconvenience. Some interview questions may cause mild emotional discomfort, and
sharing your personal experience in may cause some mild discomfort.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, but a
potential benefit may be that you have an opportunity to contribute to research that may
impact the field education. The information from this study is intended to describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon Principals improve student learning through coaching
conversations.
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ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any
personal information you provide will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to
identify you as the person who provided any specific information for the study.
You are encouraged to ask any questions, at any time, that will help you understand how
this study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact the principal,
Colleen Flavin, by phone at (951) 970-2925, or email cflavin@mail.brandman.edu. If
you have any further questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study
participant, you may write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA
92618, (949) 341-7641.
Very Respectfully,

Colleen Flavin
Principal Investigator
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APPENDIX D
Informed Consent Form
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Exploring the Lived Experiences of Exemplary National
Blue Ribbon Elementary School Principals in Improving Student Learning through
Effective Coaching Conversations with their Teachers: A Phenomenological Study
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Colleen Flavin, Doctoral Candidate
TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Research Participant’s Informed Consent Form
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: The purpose of this study is to discover and describe how
exemplary National Blue Ribbon Elementary School Principals improve student learning
through effective coaching conversations with their teachers. A second purpose is to
explore the barriers they encountered to holding these conversations and actions they take
to overcome these barriers.
In participating in this research study, you agree to partake in interviews, observations
and share relevant artifacts. The interviews will take approximately 45 to 60 minutes, and
will be
audio-recorded. The interviews and observations will take place at the school site to
which you are currently employed. During interviews, you will be asked a series of
questions designed to allow you to share your experiences as a principal who engages in
coaching conversations to improve student learning. Additionally, you will be asked to
complete a demographic questionnaire that will include questions that capture your
background information.
I understand that:
a) There are no known major risks or discomforts associated with this research. It may
be inconvenient to travel to interviews. However, the session will be held at your school
site to minimize this inconvenience. Some interview questions may cause mild
emotional discomfort, and sharing your personal experience in may cause some mild
discomfort.
b) There are no major benefits to you for participation, but a potential benefit may be that
you have an opportunity to contribute to research that may impact the field education.
The information from this study is intended to describe how exemplary National Blue
Ribbon Principals improve student learning through coaching conversations.
c) Money will not be provided for my time and involvement: however, a $10.00 gift
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card will be provided.
d) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered
by Colleen Flavin, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate. I understand that Colleen
Flavin may be contacted by phone at (951) 970-2925 or email at
cflavin@mail.brandman.edu.
e) I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any time
without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the study at any time.
f) I understand that the study will be audio-recorded, and the recordings will not be used
beyond the scope of this project.
g) I understand that the audio recordings will be used to transcribe the interviews. Once
the interviews are transcribed, the audio, interview transcripts, and demographic
questionnaire will be kept for a minimum of five years by the investigator in a secure
location.
h) I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without
my separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits
allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so
informed and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any questions,
comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or
call of the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman
University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this
form and the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights.
I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the
procedures(s) set forth.
____________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

_________________
Date

____________________________________
Signature of Witness (if appropriate)

_________________
Date

____________________________________
Signature of Principal Investigator
Brandman University IRB, DATE

_________________
Date
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APPENDIX E
Interview Script
Make personal introductions. Thank the participant for volunteering to engage in the
study.
OPENING STATEMENT: My name is Colleen Flavin. I am a doctoral candidate in
Brandman University’s Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership. I am
conducting a study to discover and describe how exemplary National Blue Ribbon
Elementary School Principals improve student learning through effective coaching
conversations with their teachers. A second purpose is to explore the barriers you
encountered to holding these conversations and actions you took to overcome these
barriers.
Again, thank you for your participation. Your experience and knowledge will contribute
to the body of knowledge in this area.
INTERVIEW AGENDA: I anticipate us being together for approximately 45 minutes to
an hour today. First, we will review and discuss the Invitation Letter, Informed Consent
Form, Brandman University Participant’s Bill of Rights, and the Audio Release Form.
After review of all these forms, you will be asked to sign the Informed Consent and
Audio Release Form. Then, I will officially start the audio recorder and begin asking a
series of questions related to your use of coaching conversations with your teachers.
Although the session is being recorded, I may also take notes during this process. If you
feel uncomfortable about me taking notes, please do not hesitate to let me know. Finally,
I will turn off the recorder and conclude our session. Please remember that anytime
during this process you have the right to leave. While gaining insights about your
experiences is central to this study, my goal is to ensure you feel comfortable during
every phase of this process. I believe firmly in confidentiality, and your identity will not
be revealed.
DISCUSS, REVIEW STUDY DOCUMENTS, AND OBTAIN SIGNATURES: Now
we will thoroughly review the Invitation Letter, Informed Consent Form, Brandman
University Participant’s Bill of Rights, and Audio Release Form. Please take a moment to
sign the required documents.
BEGIN INTERVIEW: As we work through the interview questions, there may be
language or terms (educational jargon) used that require clarification and calibration.
Prior to asking these questions and responding, we will take time to collectively define
these terms. Now, I will start recording and we will begin the interview. I am excited to
hear about your experiences, let’s get started.
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APPENDIX F
Interview Questions
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Exploring the Lived Experiences of Exemplary National
Blue Ribbon Elementary School Principals in Improving Student Learning through
Effective Coaching Conversations with their Teachers: A Phenomenological Study
INSTRUCTIONS: The questions below will be used to address each of the research
questions identified for this study. The same questions will be asked during each
interview session conducted with National Blue Ribbon School Principals. All responses
to this interview will be kept confidential.
1. Can you tell me about yourself?
a. Probe: Have you worked at another school that was not a National Blue
Ribbon School?
b. Probe: What are the differences between the schools?
c. Probe: What are the common practices of National Blue Ribbon Schools?
d. Probe: How has being a principal of a National Blue Ribbon School
influenced your professional practice? (related to)
i. Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
ii. Relationships with teachers
iii. Student learning
2. How do you develop relationships with your teachers?
a. Probe: Describe how you listen to your teachers.
b. Probe: How do you respond or seek clarification?
c. Probe: What strategies do you use to provide feedback to your teachers?
3. What are the essential skills needed to have a coaching conversations with your
teachers?
4. How do you know you can have a coaching conversation with a teacher?
a. Probe: What actions have your taken?
b. Probe: What behaviors does the teacher demonstrate that show your they
are ready to engage in a coaching conversation
5. When having coaching conversations about student learning with your teachers,
how do you address:
a. Effective practices
b. Practices that need improvement
6. How do you organize your day to promote coaching conversations with your
teachers?
a. Probe: What strategies do you use to ensure coaching conversations
occur?
7. What are the greatest challenges to creating opportunities for ongoing coaching
conversations with your teachers?
a. Probe: What do you do when a coaching conversation does not go as
intended or go well?
i. How do you follow up?
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b.

Probe: When a teacher is resistant to the conversation, what is response?
i. What is your next step(s)?
8. What strategies do your to address the challenges?
a. Probe: Elicit elaboration to each of the challenges discussed in question 6
9. What impact do coaching conversations have on student learning?
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APPENDIX G
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
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APPENDIX H
Audio Release Form
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Exploring the Lived Experiences of Exemplary National
Blue Ribbon Elementary School Principals in Improving Student Learning through
Effective Coaching Conversations with their Teachers: A Phenomenological Study
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
I authorize Colleen Flavin, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my voice.
I give Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this research study
permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with this research
study.
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the
information obtained during the interview may be published in a journal/dissertation or
presented at meetings/presentations.
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those
listed above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising
correlated to the use of information obtained from the recording.
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against
any person or organization utilizing this material.

____________________________________
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

__________________
Date

____________________________________
Signature of Witness (if appropriate)

__________________
Date
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APPENDIX I
Demographic Questionnaire
INSTRUCTIONS: Please write or the response with which you most closely identify.
Your name will remain confidential throughout the duration of this study.
1. Name/Participant #
2. Age:
3. Race/Ethnicity:
4. Gender:
5. Position:
6. Name of school of employment:
7. How many years of experience in current position?
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APPENDIX J
Interview Outline
Exploring the Lived Experiences of Exemplary National Blue Ribbon Elementary School
Principals in Improving Student Learning through Effective Coaching Conversations
with their Teachers: A Phenomenological Study

These are the general questions that will be discussed during the interview. If you
choose, you may review the questions prior to the interview. Please be aware the
researcher, may ask follow-up questions in any of the areas in order to better understand
your responses.
Part I: Demographic Questions
The interview will start with some basic demographic/background questions. This
information will be used to help aggregate information from the study sample. You may
elect to respond as “not specified” on any or all of these questions.
 Age
 Race/Ethnicity
 Gender
 Position
 Name of School
 Years of experience in current position
Part II: Background of Practice







Have you worked at another school that was not a National Blue Ribbon School?
What are the differences between the schools?
What are the common practices of National Blue Ribbon Schools?
How has being a principal of a National Blue Ribbon School influenced your
professional practice? (related to)
o Teacher Supervision and Evaluation
o Relationships with teachers
o Student learning
How do you develop relationships with your teachers?
o Describe how you listen to your teachers.
o How do you respond or seek clarification?
o What strategies do you use to provide feedback to your teachers?
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Part II: Coaching Conversations
This study draws from the work of Linda Gross Cheliotes and Marcheta Fleming Reilly’s
work around coaching conversations (2010; 2012). Coaching conversations can be
defined as a conversation you have with your teacher that is frequently predetermined
and intentional that focuses on a person’s strengths and needs. The ultimate purpose of
coaching conversations is to provoke “thinking, growth, and change that lead to action”
(Gross Cheliotes & Fleming Reilly, 2010, p. 5).











What are the essential skills needed to have a coaching conversations with your
teachers?
How do you know you can have a coaching conversation with a teacher?
o What actions have your taken?
o What behaviors does the teacher demonstrate that show your they are
ready to engage in a coaching conversation
When having coaching conversations about student learning with your teachers,
how do you address:
o Effective practices
o Practices that need improvement
How do you organize your day to promote coaching conversations with your
teachers?
o What strategies do you use to ensure coaching conversations occur?
What are the greatest challenges to creating opportunities for ongoing coaching
conversations with your teachers?
o What do you do when a coaching conversation does not go as intended or
go well?
o How do you follow up?
o When a teacher is resistant to the conversation, what is response?
o What is your next step(s)?
What strategies do your to address the challenges?
o Elicit elaboration to each of the challenges discussed in question 6
What impact do coaching conversations have on student learning?
Part III: Overall Conclusions

The interview will conclude with some general overarching discussion as well as for you
to a share any additional insights, comments or questions.
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